
What are mood stabilisers?
Mood stabilisers are a type of medications used in the management and
treatment of bipolar disorder.

What are mood stabilisers used to treat?
Mood stabilisers are used to reduce the severity of mood swings in bipolar
disorder. They are also used to prevent recurrence of bipolar episodes. These
medicines are a diverse group of drugs that include lithium. They also contain
sodium valproate, carbamazepine, and lamotrigine, which are anticonvulsants
that can help control seizures. 

How do mood stabilisers work?
It is not clear exactly how mood stabilisers work to control episodes of mania or
depression, although there is some evidence that suggests ways in which the
different groups might work. For example, it’s thought that lithium targets
specific enzymes inside cells within the body, while carbamazepine is believed to
help control seizures by blocking certain pathways in the brain, which prevents
seizure-causing neurons from travelling. [i]

The dose of mood stabilisers is different for every patient and is based on the
amount of drug in the blood as well as the response to treatment. Control of
manic symptoms or stabilisation of mood may require up to 14 days of treatment.

How long do mood stabilisers take to work?
Mood stabilising medications sometimes take a while to become effective,
therefore it is important to continue to take the medication as prescribed and
have regular appointments with your doctors so they can check your progress.

Mood stabilisers are used to keep your
mood level and help prevent swings to

higher or lower extremes.
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Common side effects of Mood Stabilisers

Do mood stabilisers have any side effects?
All medicines can 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 and they
usually occur early in the treatment. Many of them will settle down after a few
weeks, when the body has adapted to the medications

These problems
usually reduce with

time.
Discuss with your

doctor.

Lithium:
Increase thirst, frequent urination, nausea, vomiting and

diarrhoea, metallic taste, fatigue, difficulty concentrating, fine
muscle tremor, weakness, dry skin, worsening of acne or

psoriasis.
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Discuss with your
doctor if these

problems become
bothersome as this

may require an
adjustment in your

dosage.

Valproate:
Nausea, indigestion, weight gain, sedation, trembling hands,

transient hair loss.

Carbamazepine:
Unsteadiness or ataxia, drowsiness, dry

mouth, blurred vision, headache, ringing in the ears.

Discuss with your
doctor. Sour candy
and sugarless gums

help increase saliva in
your mouth. Reading
under a bright light or

at a distance may
help with blurred

vision.

Mostly these are
short-lived but if if

they persist, discuss
with your doctor

Lamotrigine:
Headache, drowsiness, tremors, ataxia,

blurred vision, constipation, dizziness, double vision or
diplopia, dry mouth.



What if I miss a dose?
If you miss a dose, take it as soon as possible, as long as it’s 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 mood stabilisers?
Many people with bipolar disorder experience frequent episodes of mania
and depression. Following the first episode of mania, it is recommended that
mood stabilisers be continued for one year. For individuals who have several
episodes of mania or depression, mood stabilisers should be continued
indefinitely. 
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Rare side effects of Mood Stabilisers

Stop taking lithium
immediately and

contact your doctor
at once, as they may
be result of lithium

toxicity.

Persistent diarrhoea
Marked trembling (shaking that
interferes with holding a cup)
Frequently muscle twitching 
 Abnormal general weakness or
drowsiness.

Loss of balance,
slurred speech
Visual disturbances
(e.g. double vision)
Severe nausea
Vomiting

Lithium:

Fever, unusual tiredness or
weakness, severe nausea, vomiting
or drowsiness.
Confusion or change in vision,
irritability restlessness or agitation.

If you experience
any of these

symptoms stop
taking the

anticonvulsant and
contact your

doctor
immediately.Lamotrigine: 

Serious skin rash.

Anticonvulsants

Unusual bruising
or bleeding.
Yellowing of the
skin or eyes,
darkening of
urine, particularly
with valproate.

Valproate, Carbamazepine:
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Do mood stabilisers need monitoring?
Many mood stabilisers require blood tests to ensure that the amount of
medication is in the right range for you and is effective. On the morning of your
mood stabiliser blood test, take the morning dose after the test to avoid
inaccurate results. Your doctor should also monitor blood, kidney function,
thyroid, and liver function where appropriate.

Things to be aware of when taking mood stabilisers.
Do not stop your mood stabilisers suddenly as this may result in withdrawal
symptoms, such as anxiety, irritability, and emotional liability (rapid and
intense changes in mood). 
Mood stabilisers may impair the mental and physical abilities and reaction
time required for driving a car or operating other machinery. Avoid these
activities if you feel drowsy and slowed down.
If you are on a mood stabiliser and you plan to become pregnant, or are
pregnant, you should contact your doctor as soon as possible for advice
regarding your medication.

It is important to continue taking mood stabilisers, as prescribed by your
doctor, even beyond the time you begin to feel better. If treatment stops

too early, there is a high risk manic or depressive episodes will return.



Lithium: 
It is important to drink 8-12 cups of fluids
daily, especially during hot weather and
during activities that cause you to sweat
heavily; and do not change your salt
intake during your treatment with lithium. 
Also avoid the use of non-steroidal anti-
inflammatory drugs (e.g. ibuprofen and
naproxen) as they can affect the amount
of lithium in a person’s blood and this may
result in toxicity - paracetamol is a safer
alternative. 
Avoid consuming large amounts of
electrolyte supplements containing
sodium (e.g. UralÒ and CitravescentÒ for
urinary tract infection), as they may
reduce the effectiveness of lithium.

Valproate: 
Avoid the use of high dose

(greater than 300mg per day)
aspirin or any products

containing aspirin if you are
taking sodium valproate, as it

can affect the level of this drug
found in the blood. Paracetamol

is a safer alternative.

Carbamazepine: 
Avoid drinking grapefruit juice
while on carbamazepine as it

can affect the level of
carbamazepine in your body.

Lamotrigine: 
Rarely, lamotrigine can cause a rash serious enough to result in a medical

emergency. However, the risk of this potential serious side effect can be reduced
by starting with a low dose and then increasing the dose slowly.
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Things to be aware of when taking these mood stabilisers:
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