MEDICATION INFORMATION – MOOD STABILIZERS

Side-Effects

There are three different categories of side effects:

· Initial side effects:  These are temporary and usually last about one to two weeks.  They go away once your body has adjusted to the medication.
· Persistent side effects:  These are harmless side effects but they do last as long as you stay on the medication.  However, they do not occur as often as initial side effects.  Sometimes persistent side effects lead people to want to stop the medication and try something else.
· Hazardous side effects:  These are rare but more serious side effects that you may not feel.  These side effects may involve problems with liver toxicity, blood production, clotting problems or allergic reactions.  In order to detect and monitor these side effects, your doctor may ask you to get simple blood tests or occasionally a physical exam.
Information for women of childbearing age

Some psychiatric medications pose unacceptably high risk for routine use during pregnancy, especially in the first twelve weeks.  Unfortunately, most of the risk occurs in the early weeks, even before you may know you are pregnant.  It is therefore necessary that you be on a reliable method of birth control such as oral contraceptives (“the pill”).  Barrier methods such as condom or diaphragm are not reliable enough.

Information regarding medication and weight gain

A few classes of psychiatric medications promote weight gain, especially the mood stabilizer and antipsychotic classes of medicine.  Medications don't cause weight gain in a direct way.  What they do is tip the balance of calorie expenditure in ways that encourage weight gain.  There are important things that can be done to counteract this.  Foremost,  people should seek out complex carbohydrates rather than simple starchy foods and also be sure to exercise a moderate amount.  Obesity is an epidemic problem in the United States.  The savvy patient on medication who understands the importance of diet and exercise is probably at an advantage over his non-patient peers who are not on medications but eat recklessly and don't exercise.
Risk Benefit issues and Medications, the bottom line

Untreated psychiatric symptoms, even common ones such as depression and anxiety, may increase the likelihood that you may be more susceptible to physical illnesses such as infection, heart disease and other potentially serious diseases.  That is, not treating psychiatric symptoms involves risk.  Ultimately the risk of taking a medication must be weighed against the risk of not treating your condition.  In all cases, your doctor will recommend medications only when he or she feels that the benefit of using the medications outweighs the potential risks.

Specific information on Mood Stabilizers

Mood stabilizers are used to treat symptoms of mania but are also used in various situations such as treating anger and agitation.  They also can help with improving emotional poise.  Sometimes they are prescribed along with antidepressants to make the antidepressants work better.  The most common mood stabilizers we prescribe in this clinic are:

	· Lithium

· Tegretol

· Depakote
	· Lamictal

· Trileptal

· Topamax


Mood stabilizers are relatively safe but require a bit of knowledge to use properly.  Initial side effects include a feeling of sedation (tiredness) or heaviness.  Minor stomach discomforts are also fairly common.

A persistent side effect we sometimes see is a feeling of mental fuzziness.  Sometimes a sedated (tired) feeling persists.  All of these medicines, except Topamax, can be associated with weight gain.

Hazardous side effects with mood stabilizers can occur and most of these medicines require some kind of monitoring.  As stated above, these medicines are risky in pregnancy, especially in the first twelve weeks.  Lithium can be stressful to the kidney and also can interfere with the metabolism of the thyroid gland.  Both of these conditions can be diagnosed with laboratory monitoring.  In our practice, we tend to use lithium in relatively low doses and in general, once yearly lab work is sufficient to monitor patients. Depakote and the other medicines can be stressful to the liver.  If you are on these medicines, you should know the signs of hepatitis and should periodically have blood monitoring.  Most of these medicines can produce allergic skin reactions, especially Lamictal.  Lamictal can produce very severe and even life threatening skin reactions.  Fortunately this is quite rare with estimates of 1 in 5000 to 10000 patients having serious complications.  If you develop a rash on Lamictal, particularly if it is accompanied by a feeling of malaise or fever,  you should contact your doctor or go to an emergency room.
