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TREATMENT OF BIPOLAR DISORDER 2004
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Support groups provide help and understanding that can be
useful in promoting longer-term mood stability. Participants
say support groups help them feel safe and accepted, motivate
them to follow their treatment plans, and give them a chance
0 share experiences with others who have “been there.”

TYPES OF MEDICATION

rtant medications used to treat bipolar disorder
ing agents (including lithium, anticonvulsants,
and atypical antipsychortics) and antidepressants. Your doctor may
also prescribe other medications for insomnia, ansxiety, or restless-
ness. While we do nor understand exactly how these medications
work, they all affect chemicals in the brain called neurotransmit-
ters that arc involved in the functioning of nerve cells.

What are mood stabilizers?

Medications are considered mood stabilizers if 1) they provide
relicf from acute cpisodes of mania and depression and help pre-
vent such cpisodes from occurring; and 2) they do not make
depression or mania worse or lead to increased mood cycling.
Medications that are generally considered mood stabilizers are
lithium, divalprocx, carbamazepine, and the atypical antipsy-
chorics. Lithium was the first mood stabilizer that was introduced
and has been used for many years. Divalprocx and carbamazcpine
were originally developed as anticonvulsants to control epilepsy:
another brain disorder, but were also found cffective for bipolar
disorder. Atypical antipsychotics have also been found to be cffec-
tive in subilizing mood. Medications that have been approved by
the Food and Drug Admi ion (FDA) for the treatment of
different. phases of bipolar disorder are shown in Table 1.
Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) is also considered a mood stabi-
lizing treatment and may be used for severe depression or mania.

Lithium (brand names Eskalith, Lithobid)
The first known mood stablizer, lichium, is an clement rather
than a compound (a substance synthesized by a laboratory).

Lihium was fist found to have effects on behavior in the 19505
and has been used as a mood stabilizer in the United States for 30
years. Lichium appears most effective for “pure” or cuphoric mania
(litle depression mixed with the clevaed mood). It i also helpful
for depression, especially when added o other medications.
Lithium appears less effective for mixcd manic episodes and rapid-
cycling bipokr disorder. The doctor must monitor lichium blood
levels to reduce the risk of side effects and ensure an adequate dose
to produce the best response. Common side cffects of lichium
include weight gain, tremor, nausea, and increased urination.
Lithium may affect the thyroid gland and kidneys, so that periodic
blood tests are needed to be sure they are functioning properly.

Divalproex (brand name Depakote)

Divalproex has been used as an anticonvulsant to treat scizures
for several decades. It has also been extensively studied as a mood
swbilizerin bipolar illncs. Divalproc is cqually cffective for both

cuphoric and mixed manic cpisodes. It is also effective in rapid-
cycling bipolar disorder and bipolar illness complicated by sub-

divalproex can be given in reltively large initial doses which may
produce a more rapid response in acute mania. Common side
effects of divalprocx arc sedation, weight gain, tremor, and gas-
ointestinal problems. Blood level monitoring and dose adjust-
ments may help minimize side effects. Divalproex may cause mild
liver inflammation and may affect production of a type of blood
cell called platelets. Alchough it is quite rare for there to be any
serious complications from these possible cffects, it is important
to monitor liver function tests and platelet counts periodically:

Other anticonvulsants used as mood stabilizers

o Carbamazepine (Tegrerol). Although fewer studics support the
use of carbamazepine, its effects appear similar to divalproes. It
has also been available for many years and is effective in a broad
range of bipolar subtypes and in both cuphoric and mixed manic
episodes. Carbamazepine commonly causes sedation and gas-
tointestinal side cffccts. Because of a rare risk of bone marrow
suppression and liver inflammation, periodic blood testing i also
needed during carbamazepine treatment. Carbamazepine: can
interact in complicated ways with many other medications, so
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