What are antidepressants?
Antidepressants aim to relieve the
symptoms of depression and help
prevent it from coming back. Taken in a
daily pill format, they work to stabilise
your emotions, so you are able to follow a
normal daily routine. They are also taken
to relieve symptoms such as restlessness,
anxiety, sleep problems, and to prevent
suicidal thoughts.[1]

There are many different classes of
antidepressants, such as serotonin and
noradrenaline, which all work in different
ways to restore the imbalance of
chemicals in the brain.

Selecting the best antidepressant for you
requires careful discussion with your
doctor.

The selection decision can be influenced
by:

e Age

e Chronic illness

e Pregnancy

e Breastfeeding

e Other concurrent medications

What are antidepressants used to treat?
Antidepressants are often prescribed for
moderate or severe depression, and tend
to be wused alongside psychological
treatment (also known as talking
therapies). They may also be helpful in
the treatment of obsessive compulsive
disorder, social phobia, and post-
traumatic stress disorder.
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How do antidepressants work?

While it is not known exactly how
antidepressants work, it is thought that they
increase the levels of certain chemicals in
the brain. The nerve cells in our brain use
these chemicals to pass on signals and it is
believed that depression is caused by an
imbalance of certain chemicals, such as
serotonin, which means that signals can't be
passed along the nerves properly.
Antidepressants aim to increase the
availability of these chemicals.

How long do antidepressants take to work?
Antidepressants need to reach a certain
dose before they begin to work. The level of
the dose varies for different antidepressants.
Most people can expect to feel a difference
within about two to three weeks of reaching
the required dose. For some people, it can
take up to eight weeks or a little longer
before they start to feel better. It is
important to continue taking the medication
to allow the best chance of it working.

Do antidepressants have any side effects?
All medicines have side effects, even the
ones you can buy without a prescription at a
pharmacy, supermarket or health food store.
The important things to remember are that
not everyone experiences side effects. It is
important to balance unpleasant side effects
against the distress and pain caused by
depression. Side effects usually occur early
in the treatment and many of them will
settle down after a few weeks, when the
body has adapted to the medications.

Most side effects occur during the initial
stages of taking the medicine and last for a
short period of time (about 1to 2 weeks).
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What if | miss a dose?

If you miss a dose, take it as soon as
possible, as long as it is only a few hours
after the usual time. Otherwise, wait until
the next dose is due and take it as normal -
do not try to catch up by doubling the
dose.

Why is it so important to keep taking
antidepressants?

It is important not to stop antidepressants
immediately when you start feeling better,
as this may cause you to relapse.
Antidepressants are not addictive.

When taken regularly, antidepressants will
contribute to the recovery of around 60-
70% of patients.

It is important that you continue with
treatment, as prescribed by your doctor,
even beyond the time you begin to feel
better: if treatment stops too early, there is
a high risk of depression returning,
especially within the first six months of
stopping treatment.

There is a state called ‘antidepressant
discontinuation reaction’, which can occur
with some antidepressants if they are
stopped abruptly. It includes symptoms
such as agitation, headache, fatigue, and
dysphoria.

Do antidepressants need monitoring?

You should consult your doctor when you
want to stop taking antidepressants, as the
process of coming off them needs to be
done slowly and must be overseen by your
healthcare professional. Do not stop taking
antidepressants suddenly.
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Things to be aware of when taking
antidepressants.

Care should be taken when
combining antidepressants with other
sedative drugs or alcohol, as the
sedative effects are additive.

Care should be taken when driving or
operating machinery, as reaction
times may be slowed.
Antidepressants such as paroxetine,
venlafaxine, desvenlafaxine, and
duloxetine should be slowly reduced
rather than stopped suddenly, to
avoid an antidepressant
discontinuation reaction.

Taking SSRI (selective serotonin
reuptake inhibitors - a common type
of antidepressant) with or after food
will  help prevent gastrointestinal
discomfort.

Benzodiazepines may be useful for
short-term treatment (one to two
weeks) for pronounced insomnia or
anxiety.

Don’t stop taking
antidepressants suddenly.
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