MEDICATION
AS PART OF TREATMENT

Most of us regularly take medicine for physical illnesses. When we get a
headache, we take an aspirin without giving it a second thought. So, just like
physical illnesses, most mental and psychological illnesses can also be helped
with medication.

When taken under a doctor’s supervision, medication can play a valuable role in
overcoming symptoms of conditions like psychosis, depression, mania, and
anxiety disorders. Medication may be short-term, or it may be needed for a
lengthy period. In some cases, it may even be required for life.

Medications are used not just to help get you well, but also to help you stay well.
This is the same as for many physical illnesses such as diabetes, epilepsy, and
high blood pressure.

FINDING THE RIGHT MEDICATION

Finding the right medication and dosage for each individual may require some
detective work. Your doctor will look at different options for your specific
disorder and make the final selection based on your individual circumstances and
health history.

Each drug has advantages and disadvantages, and its effectiveness varies with
each individual. Sometimes your doctor will change dosages and switch
medications to find the best match between the person and the medicine.

WHAT YOUR DOCTOR SHOULD KNOW

Your doctor needs to know your complete medical history when prescribing
medication, including any other medicines you are currently taking or have taken
recently (including over-the-counter drugs, herbal remedies, other ‘natural’
products, or substances). Your doctor also needs to know about other medical
problems or conditions that might affect your treatment.

Medication can take some time to start working, so you may not notice any
results straight away. In the meantime, you may experience some symptoms
that you are not used to. Discuss these with your doctor and within a few
weeks they should settle and your treatment will be back on track.
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RISKY COMBINATIONS

Certain drugs should not be taken together and some drugs can be
dangerous when mixed with alcohol, particular foods or other medications.
You must be thorough and honest when your doctor asks about eating
habits, health history, and other drugs you are taking.

Your own past experience with medication is also valuable information. If
you have successfully used a specific drug in the past, your doctor might
give preference to that one or a similar one. Likewise, your doctor would
avoid prescribing medication you’ve previously had problems with. Family
members often react to medication in a similar fashion, so experiences of
relatives can also be useful for the doctor to know.

SIDE EFFECTS AND OTHER REACTIONS

Most people can take medications that are commonly used to treat mental
and psychological disorders without difficulty, but sometimes there are side
effects. Side effects vary with the specific drug, but can range from minor
annoyances like dry mouth or drowsiness, to more troubling reactions like
irregular heartbeat. Fortunately, most side effects disappear in the first week
or two of treatment.

If the side effects persist, or if they interfere with your daily life, tell your
doctor.

Your doctor should explain potential side effects to you before medication
therapy begins - make sure you ask them about this. If you know what to
expect, this can prevent unnecessary worry and also helps you understand
which reactions you need to seek help with.

SCHEDULING AND DOSAGE

To get the best result from your medication, you need to take the right
amount at the right time. If sticking to the schedule proves difficult, ask your
doctor if changes can be made, such as the timing of the dose. If you miss a
dose, don’t be tempted to try and ‘catch up’ by taking twice as much in the
next dose, as this increases the risk of a bad reaction. Don’t change doses or
stop your medication without talking to your doctor first.

Some people increase their dosage if they don’t see immediate results, while
others under-medicate themselves because they worry about side effects.
Some people cut back or stop medication on their own because their start to
feel better. Cutting dosages or stopping medications can cause symptoms to
return.
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SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Using medication is more complicated for some groups of people.

Pregnant women and nursing mothers, for example, must avoid certain drugs
because of possible danger to the infant. If you are pregnant or planning
pregnancy, tell your doctor.

Young children and the elderly also need special attention. Because of their
lower body weight, youngsters are generally given smaller dosages of
medication than adults. Treatment of the elderly may be complicated by co-
existing health problems requiring other medications, which may not mix well
with the new treatment, Again, lower doses are often used in the elderly.

The length of drug therapy will vary depending on the individual and the
severity of the disorder. You are likely to need medication for at least several
months. Some people may need medication for a year or longer, or even for life
in some cases.

Medication therapy generally involves a regular and ongoing schedule. In cases
of mild or infrequent anxiety or agitation, you may be prescribed ‘PRN’
medication, which means you don’t need to take it regularly, just as and when
it’s required.

Stopping medication requires as much care as starting it.
Medications should be phased out gradually under the direct
supervision of your doctor.
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