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Psychiatric medications can be divided into several groups: 

ANTIPSYCHOTICS 

Antipsychotics are used to treat many mental and psychological disorders such as
schizophrenia, mania, psychotic depression, and drug-induced psychosis.
Depending on the condition being treated, they may need to be taken for a few
months, or in some cases, for several years. They may take several weeks to work,
and if they are stopped too soon then symptoms often return. 

ANTIDEPRESSANTS 

SSRIs (Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors) and SNRIs (Serotonin
Noradrenaline Reuptake Inhibitors) are very common treatments for depression.
Their safety and convenience (once-a-day dosing) have made them among the
most widely-used drugs in the world. The most common side effects are mild
nausea, headaches, restlessness, and insomnia, which tend to resolve after three or
four weeks. Sexual dysfunction has also been reported, such as ejaculatory delay
in males and difficulty attaining orgasm in females.

Noradrenaline and Specific Serotonin Antagonists (NaSSAs) and Noradrenaline
Reuptake Inhibitors (NaRIs) are newer antidepressants with unique modes of
action. NaSSAs are associated with sedation and potentially weight gain, while
NaRIs can increase energy levels. 

Tricyclic Antidepressants (TCAs) are effective for panic attacks and they may be
used in the treatment of chronic pain syndromes. Tricyclics generally take two or
three weeks to take effect. Side effects may include weight gain, drowsiness, dry
mouth, dizziness, and impaired sexual function. 

Vortioxetine is a novel antidepressant which targets a wide range of brain
receptors. It appears to have particular benefit for cognitive (thinking) problems
associated with depression. 

Agomelatine is a melatonergic antidepressant. This means it helps regulate your
‘body clock’ (circadian rhythm), which can be disrupted in patients with
depression. It generally has few side effects. 
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MOOD STABILISERS 

Mood stabilisers are used to reduce the severity of mood swings and may
also reduce irritability and aggression. All mood stabilisers require blood
tests to monitor their levels in your body [VH1] . Your doctor should also
monitor blood, kidney function, thyroid, and liver function where appropriate. 

Lithium is effective in the treatment of moderate-to-severe mania and in the
prevention of bipolar affective disorder, particularly manic relapse. Common
side-effects include thirst, needing to empty the bladder a lot, and tremors. If
dehydration occurs, it may become toxic and can harm the kidneys. Early
warning signs of lithium toxicity may include nausea/vomiting, worsening
tremors, and severe drowsiness or confusion. If you have these symptoms
and think you might be becoming lithium toxic, you should go to your doctor
or hospital emergency department immediately. 

Valproate, carbamazepine, and lamotrigine help stop seizures and also act
as effective mood stabilisers. Valproate can induce nausea, weight gain, and
tremors, and impact the menstrual cycle in females. Carbamazepine may
cause sedation, rash breakouts, double vision, dizziness, and unsteadiness.
Lamotrigine can cause skin reactions – this risk is higher when combined
with valproate and the dose is increased rapidly; it MUST be built up slowly. 

ANXIOLYTICS 

Benzodiazepines are effective against anxiety and agitation. They are also
used as a short-term treatment of insomnia. Benzodiazepines are relatively
fast-acting. Their principal side effect is drowsiness. They can be addictive
and you may experience temporary withdrawal symptoms when they are
stopped suddenly. For these reasons, benzodiazepines are usually only
prescribed for a short period of time (less than two weeks). 

Pregabalin can be used for general anxiety. It is not addictive but it can be
abused.
It is not TGA or PBS approved for anxiety in Australia, which means that your
doctor cannot prescribe it for you.
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SIDE EFFECT MEDICATIONS 

As we saw above, certain medicines can sometimes cause unwanted side
effects. Fortunately, there are other medicines you can take to address them,
known as ‘side effect medications’. They help you to keep taking your ‘main’
medication to support your mental health disorder, but without the negative
side effects like dry mouth or tremors. 

Anticholinergic drugs such as benztropine, benzhexol, and tetrabenazine are
used to treat the side effects of antipsychotic medications, mainly muscle
stiffness or tremors. They may cause side effects such as dry mouth, blurred
vision, and constipation. They should be prescribed with great care for those
who suffer from glaucoma or have prostate problems, as they can worsen these
conditions. 

Beta blockers may be used to reduce side effect symptoms from other
medications, such as restlessness or tremors. They also reduce anxiety, blood
pressure, and slow the heartbeat. They should not be taken by people who
suffer from asthma. 
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SIDE EFFECTS I’VE NOTICED FROM MY MEDICATION


