
Antidepressant 
Medicines

Information for patients and families

Read this booklet to learn:

• what antidepressant medicines are

• how they work

• possible side effects

• important points to remember

The name of my medicine is:        

How much I take and when:        
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What are antidepressant medicines?
Antidepressant medicines are used to treat mental health problems like 
depression, anxiety disorders and obsessive compulsive disorder.

These medicines can treat many symptoms including:

• feeling sad

• lack of energy

• difficulty sleeping

• feeling nervous

• thoughts and actions that are upsetting and happen often

• thoughts of suicide

You and your doctor will work together to choose the best antidepressant 
medicine for you.

Antidepressant medicine is used for many reasons. Talk to your doctor if 
you aren’t sure why you are taking this medicine.

How do they work?
Antidepressant medicines increase the activity of some natural chemicals 
(neurotransmitters) in your brain such as serotonin and norepinephrine. 
Higher amounts of these chemicals may improve your symptoms of 
depression and anxiety.

How long before I feel better?
It can take 4 to 6 weeks before you start to feel better. Early signs the 
medicine is working include better sleep, appetite and energy. Improving 
your mood and anxiety usually take longer.
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What are the possible side effects?
You may or may not have side effects when starting an antidepressant 
medicine. If you do, the side effects usually get better over time as your 
body adjusts to the medicine.

Common side effects include:

• constipation (difficulty going to the bathroom)

• diarrhea

• a dry mouth

• feeling less interested in sex or difficulty having sex

• feeling nervous

• feeling tired

• headache

• trouble sleeping

• upset stomach

These are some examples. You may have others. If you are worried about 
these or other side effects talk to your doctor.

When you start an antidepressant medicine, you may feel worse before 
you feel better. This is because the side effects often happen before your 
symptoms improve.
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Remember: Over time, many of the side effects of the medicine go down 
and the benefits increase.

Reprinted with permission from: Medication InfoShare: “Getting Started with Antidepressants” 
David M. Gardiner, Halifax, NS, 2010

Some side effects can be serious. If you have any of the following 
side effects, tell your doctor right away:

• flu-like symptoms

• difficulty breathing

• skin rash or itching

• change in mood to unusually happy or excited

• feeling very nervous, upset or confused

• thoughts of suicide

• thoughts of hurting yourself or others 
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How long do I need to take this medicine?
Most people who take antidepressant medicine need to take it for at least  
6 months to 1 year. If you have depression that keeps coming back you may 
need to take the medicine for a longer time. If you stop taking the medicine 
too soon, your symptoms may return.

Antidepressant medicines treat symptoms and prevent them from  
coming back. 

Even if you feel better, don’t stop taking your regular amount of 
medicine until you’ve talked to your doctor.

What if I want to stop taking the medicine?
Stopping the medicine too soon can cause your symptoms to return. 
Stopping an antidepressant medicine too quickly can cause you to have 
headaches and feel dizzy, nauseous and tired.

If you are planning to stop taking your medicine for any reason, talk to your 
doctor first. They can help you stop the medicine slowly over several weeks 
so you have fewer unpleasant effects.

What if I forget to take it?
If you forget to take your medicine, take it as soon as you remember. If it’s 
close to the next time you would take it, don’t double the amount. Just take 
what you would regularly.

Is this medicine safe to take with other medicines?
Antidepressant medicines can change how other medicines work. 
Antidepressants may not work properly if you take them with other 
medicines. Always check with your doctor or pharmacist before taking other 
medicines, vitamins or herbal medicines.



Remember:
 9 Don’t stop or change the amount of your medicine without talking with 
your doctor. Antidepressant medicine can take many weeks to work. You 
may have side effects before you start to feel better.

 9 Tell your doctor about any changes in the way you are feeling or acting 
and any side effects you have.

 9 If you feel sleepy, don’t drive a car or do other things that need you to be 
awake and alert.

 9 Limit or avoid alcohol while you take antidepressants. Drinking alcohol 
and taking antidepressants together can make your symptoms worse. 
Talk to your doctor about safe alcohol use when taking these medicines.

Medicine is just 1 part of a treatment plan. Medicine works best if it’s 
combined with talk therapy, social support, strategies for managing stress, 
and a healthy lifestyle.

A healthy lifestyle includes regular sleep and exercise and a healthy diet.
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