DISCONTINUATION SNYDROME INFORMATION SHEET

Valium, Alcohol, and barbiturates are examples of medications that cause the liver to create enzymes to break them down more easily.  This process is called tolerance development.  A person who develops medication tolerance must take more of the same medication to get the same effect that a lower dose used to cause.  If a person takes such a medication and stops it, the person develops withdrawal so the medication is described as addictive.
Many other medications do not cause tolerance but do alter a body process in a certain direction and stopping the mediation causes a temporary reverse in the body process in the opposite direction until the body can adjust.  For example, Toprol is a blood pressure medication.  If it is topped suddenly the body’s blood pressure goes up.  If it were stopped gradually this discontinuation effect could be minimized or avoided.  

The antidepressant medications do not cause tolerance and are therefore not addicting.  Antidepressants include: Prozac, Zoloft, Paxil, Effexor, Lexapro, Celexa, Cymbalta, Elavil, Remeron, Toframil, Pamelor, and Norpramin.  Like Toprol, however, there can be a readjustment to their being stopped too suddenly.  This readjustment is called a discontinuation syndrome.  The symptoms mostly have to do with the levels of Serotonin changing too quickly.  These rebound symptoms can be aggravating but are not dangerous. Ordinarily they come and go, are mild, and last not longer than a couple of weeks.  These symptoms include the following:

Fatigue

Insomnia

Nausea

Agitation

Anxiety

Irritability

Light headedness
Dizziness

Tingly feelings in the hands or feet

Easy tearfulness

A brief wave of sad feelings
Tingly electric like feelings especially when walking on hard surfaces

Flu-like aches and pains

Most people get away with a little dizziness and nausea and some minor irritability.

Discontinuation syndrome symptoms often can be avoided if the medication is reduced slowly. If the person is being switched to another antidepressant, the syndrome can often be minimized by titrating the old medication down as the new medication is titrated up.  This tends to keep the Serotonin levels unchanged.  If you have trouble call me and we will make adjustments if need be.

