
What are antipsychotic medications?
Antipsychotic medications, or ‘antipsychotics’, are often effective in controlling
psychotic symptoms and helping people to return to normal life.
 

Atypical or
Second Generation 

Antipsychotics

Typical or
First Generation
Antipsychotics

Third Generation 
Antipsychotics

Chlorpromazine, Fluphenazine, Flupenthixol,
Haloperidol, Pericyazine, Thioridazine,
Trifluoperazine, Zuclopenthixol

Amisulpride, Asenapine, Clozapine, Lurasidone,
Olanzapine, Quetiapine, Paliperidone,
Risperidone, Sertindole, Ziprasidone

Aripiprazole, Brexpiprazole

What are antipsychotic medications used to treat?
They are able to reduce distressing and disabling symptoms of psychosis, such
as hallucinations, disorganised thinking, altered perceptions of reality, mood
swings, extreme fearfulness and severe agitation.

While all antipsychotics are effective in reducing or even eliminating positive
symptoms of psychotic disorders, they are not as effective for negative and
cognitive symptoms (low dose amisulpride, clozapine and cariprazine may have
a role).
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How do antipsychotic medications work?

How long do antipsychotic medications take to work?
Antipsychotics begin to relieve agitation and sleep disturbances in about one
week. Many people see substantial improvement by the fourth to sixth week
of treatment. Antipsychotics require time to work, so do not decrease or
increase the dose, or stop the antipsychotic, without discussing with your
doctor first.

Do antipsychotic medications 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 will have the same unwanted side
effects. Side effects usually occur early in the treatment, many of them will
settle down after a few weeks, when the body has adapted to the
medications.

The atypical or second and third generation antipsychotics generally have
fewer side effects than the older agents, especially extrapyramidal (impaired
motor control) side effects such as rigidity, persistent muscle spasm, tremors,
and restlessness. Also, they may be effective in improving mood, thinking and
motivation.

Antipsychotic
medications 

help to restore the
brain’s natural

chemical balance,
especially dopamine. 

This helps reduce or
eliminate psychotic 

symptoms.

An imbalance
of the brain’s

natural
chemicals,

such as
dopamine,

can result in
psychotic

symptoms.
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Side Effect Treatment

 Muscle spasms,
 excessive rigidity,

shaking, inner
restlessness

Drowsiness /
fatigue

These symptoms can be controlled with: 
Anticholinergic agents: benztropine, benzhexol. 
Beta blockers: propranolol.
Benzodiazepines: diazepam, clonazepam, lorazepam. 
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This problem usually goes away with time. Use of
other drugs that make you drowsy will worsen the
problem. Avoid driving a car or operating machinery
if drowsiness persists.

Dizziness

Get up from a lying or sitting position slowly; dangle
your legs over the edge of the bed for a few minutes
before getting up. If dizziness persists or if you feel
faint, then contact your doctor. 

Dry mouth

Sour candy, ice cubes, popsicles, and sugarless gum
helps increase saliva in your mouth; try to avoid
sweet, calorie-laden beverages. Drink water and
brush your teeth regularly.

Blurred vision

This usually occurs at start of treatment and may last
one to two weeks. Reading under a bright light or at a
distance may help; a magnifying glass can be of
temporary assistance. If the problem continues,
discuss with your doctor.

Constipation
Increase bulk foods in your diet, drink plenty of fluids,
and exercise regularly. A bulk laxative or a stool
softener helps regulate the bowels.

Weight changes

Monitor your food intake. Maintain a healthy diet and
try to avoid foods with high fat content. Establish a
regular exercise regime. Let your doctor know if you
notice a rapid increase in your weight or waist
measurement.
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Side Effect Treatment

Nausea or
heartburn

If this happens, take the medication with food.

Change in
sexual ability /

desire

Discuss with your doctor about other medications
without this side effect and which may be an
appropriate alternative for you.

Continued...

What if I 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 antipsychotic medications?
Following a first episode of psychosis, it is recommended that antipsychotic
medication be continued for at least one to two years, as this decreases the
chance of becoming ill again. For individuals that have had a psychotic illness
for several years or repeated psychotic episodes, antipsychotic medication
should be continued indefinitely. This is similar to someone with diabetes
requiring lifelong insulin.

Do antipsychotic medications interact with any other medications?
Antipsychotics can change the effect of other medications, or may be affected
themselves by other medication. Always check with your doctor or pharmacist
before taking other drugs, vitamins, minerals, herbal supplements, and alcohol.
Always inform any doctor or dentist that you see that you are taking an
antipsychotic medication.

It is important that antipsychotic medication is not stopped
abruptly. Instead, consult the prescribing doctor or

pharmacist about any concerns you have.



Depots/long-acting antipsychotic injections
Depots or long-acting antipsychotic injections (LAI) can be an important
option for those who find it difficult to stick to a regular medication schedule,
and can help to reduce relapse and readmission to hospital. Where feasible,
they should be prescribed when this is the person’s preference and as part of
a treatment plan in order to maintain wellness. They provide a convenient
alternative to multiple daily oral doses of antipsychotics.

A test dose of oral antipsychotic may be necessary before starting LAI
preparation to avoid unexpected side effects. It is important to make sure that
the intended changeover is completed appropriately. For example, it is
necessary to continue oral antipsychotic for at least three weeks while starting
risperidone LAI; while paliperidone and olanzapine LAIs, which have particular
starting schedules, may not require the addition of an oral antipsychotic.

Paliperidone is also available as a three-monthly injection, but stabilisation
on the once-monthly is required before going onto three monthly.
Aripiprazole is also available in depot/LAI form. It is usually given every
four weeks and oral antipsychotic medication should be continued for two
weeks after the first injection.

In rare instances, olanzapine depot/LAI can cause severe sedation, dizziness,
weakness, altered speech, and increased blood pressure after the injection, so
it is important to monitor for these effects for the two to three hours after
each dose.
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Typical or first generation
antipsychotics

Atypical or second
generation antipsychotics

Flupenthixol decanoate (Fluanxol
Depot)
Fluphenazine decanoate
(Modecate)
Haloperidol decanoate (Haldol)
Zuclopenthixol decanoate
(Clopixol Depot)

Aripiprazole extended release
injection (Abilify maintena)
Olanzapine pamoate (Relprevv)
Paliperidone palmitate (Invega-
sustenna)
Paliperidone 3-monthly (Invega-
trinza)
Risperidone microsphere
(Risperdal-consta)



It may take two to four months for depot/LAI to achieve the desired effects,
so it is important to review and adjust the dose carefully.

Things to be aware of when taking antipsychotic medications

Avoid exposure to extreme heat
and humidity, since antipsychotics
may affect your body’s ability to
regulate temperature changes and
blood pressure.
Antipsychotics may increase the
effects of alcohol, making you more
sleepy, dizzy, and lightheaded.
Antipsychotics can impair the
mental and physical abilities
required for driving a car or
operating machinery. Avoid these
activities if you feel drowsy or
slowed down.
Do not break or crush the
medication unless you have been
advised to do so by your doctor or
pharmacist.
Antacids interfere with absorption
of these drugs in your stomach and
therefore may decrease their effect.
To avoid this, take the antacid at
least two hours before or one hour
after taking your antipsychotic.
Excessive use of caffeinated
beverages (coffee, tea, colas, etc.)
can cause anxiety, agitation and
restlessness, and counteract some
of the beneficial effects of your
medication.

Cigarette smoking can change the
amount of antipsychotic that remains in
your bloodstream, especially
clozapine, olanzapine, and haloperidol.
Inform your doctor if you make any
changes to your current smoking habit.
Do not stop antipsychotic medication
suddenly as this may result in
withdrawal symptoms such as nausea,
dizziness, sweating, headache, sleeping
problems, agitation and tremor, and
also result in the return of psychotic
symptoms.
There are differences in effectiveness
and side effects between various
antipsychotics. If possible, the
antipsychotic with the lowest risk of
side effects should be selected.
It is essential to take ZIPRASIDONE
and LURASIDONE with food or
immediately after food to enhance the
availability of these medications in your
blood.
ASENAPINE: if you are taking other
medications, asenapine should be taken
last. The wafer must be placed under
the tongue and allow to dissolve
completely. DO NOT EAT OR DRINK
FOR 10 MINUTES, because eating or
drinking during this time will affect how
well asenapine works.
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