MEDICATION INFORMATION – ANTIPSYCHOTICS

Side-Effects

First, some general information pertaining to all classes of drugs (see reverse side for the specifics on anxiety and sleep medications)

· 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 of 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 antipsychotics

These medications are prescribed for serious symptoms such as agitation, problems with impulse control, and most commonly, problems with perception such as hearing voices or losing touch with reality.  They sometimes are useful as an additive to antidepressants in severe depression.  The most commonly prescribed antipsychotics in this clinic are:

	 New Generation (atypicals)

· Zyprexa

· Risperdal

· Seroquel

· Geodon
	Older (typicals)

· Mellaril

· Haldol


There are two very common side effects related to the use of antipsychotics.  Sedation is often problematic and must be dealt with, but does not directly imperil you health.  The best way to monitor this problem is to make sure you are sleeping the right amount at the right time.  If your sleep on energy is disrupted, report this to your doctor.  Weight gain is also relatively common and is explored more fully below.
A relatively rare- perhaps 1 in 20- side effect from atypicals is akathesia.  This in an unusual kind of discomfort deep in the muscles that makes a person feel unsettled and is often relieved by moving around or massaging the involved muscles, usually those in the legs.  This side effect is not dangerous but is very uncomfortable, sufficiently so that in most case a change in medicine is required to deal with it.
The major concern with older psychotics, rarely prescribed these days, is a serious side effect called TD.  TD is a movement disorder that is difficult to treat and possibly irreversible.  The symptoms of TD usually appear (if at all) after several months on the medication.  They include involuntary movements of the tongue, mouth or limbs.  With long term use, as many as 80% of patients on the older (typical) antipsychotics tended to develop TD.  The newer medications are thought to be much less likely to cause TD.  We cannot be sure of this, however, because they have not bee in wide use long enough to tell.

Initial side effects to these medicines are a feeling of tiredness or heaviness.  Some patients will note an increase in appetite.  Seroquel can cause dizziness when standing up, especially in the elderly.  Some of the older medications can cause muscle spasms.

A persistent side effect we sometimes see is a feeling of mental fuzziness.  The older medications can cause some people to appear stiff in their movements.  Weight gain is a potentially serious side effect if not managed.   Patients can go a long way in dealing with this side effect by making sure they engage in a reasonable amount of aerobic exercise, and also concentrate on eating a diet free of simple carbohydrates.  Because some of the metabolic effects of atypical antipsychotics can be subtle, eg., a rise in triglycerides, we recommend that all patients on these drugs have a primary physician who can provide routine health check-ups.

Hazardous side effects:  These medicines may all cause TD and their use, especially long term, must be carefully weighed against the benefit.  Some of these medications can be risky for patients with heart disease.  If you have a history of heart problems, you should let your doctor know.  
