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Warnings, Precautions and More

Doctors assess many dangers when choosing 
appropriate treatments, and take care in prescribing 
drugs, in order to optimise your outcomes and reduce  
the possibility of adverse reactions. It is important 
to listen carefully and exactly follow any advice or 
instructions from your doctor. If you are at all uncertain, 
or have forgotten something you were told, never hesitate 
to ring the surgery for confirmation. If you have difficulty 
remembering or understanding instructions, it may be 
a good idea to have someone accompany you to your 
appointments, to act as a second pair of ears.

When obtaining drugs from your pharmacy you can be 
assured that they meet strict quality and safety standards, 
and that your dose and administration details are correct. 
However, it is still important to listen carefully to any 
advice provided by your pharmacist and ask questions if 
you are uncertain about anything.

If you buy non-prescription medications from other 
retail outlets, always read the label carefully and follow 
any instructions or recommendations. Be sure to get 
advice from a qualified health professional if you don’t feel 
the medication is working.

Remember: despite the many checks and safeguards in 
the system, and the excellent advice available, everyone 
must still accept some personal responsibility for their 
own safe medication use. You should always understand 
exactly what your drug is for and how you should be 
taking it. If you take too little or too much, take your dose 
too frequently or not often enough, or do something else 
that is not advised, you may be putting yourself in harm’s 
way. If you observe some simple precautions you can keep 
any risks to a minimum.

In Australia, we are very fortunate to live in a country with a modern, well-regulated health system staffed 
by skilled professionals.

SAFETY CHECKLIST
Apart from following any professional advice, you 

should always observe a number of basic precautions 
to ensure your medication use is safe:
•   always check with your doctor or pharmacist  

before starting or stopping other medications, 
vitamins and natural medicines or supplements 
including those purchased “over the counter”  
from pharmacies, supermarkets or other  
retail outlets

•   always read the label and only take the 
recommended or prescribed dose

•   store medications at room temperature, unless  
the label specifies keeping them refrigerated 

•   keep your medications protected from light  
or moisture

•   store your medications in their original container 
unless you are using a dose administration aid  
(see page 9)

•   always use approved measuring devices
•   do not use medications that have expired -  

check the label for an expiry date
•   never give your medications to others
•   keep your medications out of reach of children
•   properly dispose of unwanted or used medications 

- your pharmacist can advise about this.

ABNORMAL BLEEDING
Some drugs can cause side effects that result in 

abnormal bleeding. If the bleeding becomes uncontrolled, 
this may lead to serious problems and medical attention 
should be sought as soon as possible. The bleeding may be 
external - a cut which seemingly refuses to stop bleeding, 
for example - or internal. Symptoms of the latter can 
include unusual or unexplained bruising, dark or red bowel 
motions, blood in the urine, coughing up or vomiting 
blood, heavy or prolonged menstrual periods, tiredness, 
headache or pale skin. 

Internal bleeding can sometimes be difficult to detect 
and the risk is small with the majority of medications. 
However you should be alert to any signs, especially if 
you are using drugs that are known to carry a heightened 
risk of abnormal bleeding. These include a number of 
drugs prescribed to prevent heart attack and stroke by 
“thinning” the blood - i.e. helping to prevent blood clots 
forming and arteries blocking - to preserve essential 
blood flow around the body to vital organs including, your 
heart and brain. In so doing, they also increase the risk  
of abnormal bleeding.

Drugs profiled in the book which increase the risk of 
bleeding in this way include: apixaban (page 45), aspirin 
(page 46), clopidogrel (page 67), dabigatran (page 70), 
rivaroxaban (page 174) and warfarin (page 200).

Some medications, including a number of non-
prescription products, that are used for other purposes 
may also increase the risk of bleeding, especially when 
taken in combination. Your doctor or pharmacist 
can advise you about which these may be and what 
precautions you need to take. These types of drugs 
include:
• some drugs for pain or inflammation
• some antidepressants
• fish oils.

ALLERGIC REACTIONS
There is a risk of an allergic reaction with any drug, 

although it is greater with some types of medications than 
others. Allergic reactions can range in severity from mild 
reactions that for example may involve little more than 
an annoying itchy skin rash, to more serious and even 
life-threatening reactions that may include extensive or 
painful rashes, swelling of the face, lips or tongue which 
may cause difficulty in swallowing or breathing, wheezing 
or shortness of breath.

Use common sense and do not take allergic reactions 
lightly. If you think you are having an allergic reaction 
to your medication but it is mild and not particularly 
concerning, ask your pharmacist or doctor for advice.  
If it is causing you discomfort or worry, see your doctor 
immediately or go to the emergency department of 
your nearest hospital before your next dose is due. If the 
reaction is particularly severe, call an ambulance.

Some people grow out of allergies. For example, they 
may have experienced a mild skin rash when taking an 
antibiotic as a child, but be able to tolerate the same 
medication as an adult. However, this is not always the 
case and in some people repeated exposure to a particular 
medication can actually intensify the allergic reaction, 
making it more serious. 

It is important to keep a record of all medications and 
substances you or your family have had allergic reactions 
to and always let your treating doctor and pharmacist 
know of these, to reduce the risk of any further 
allergic reactions. You should also be aware that many 
medications contain other ingredients such as starch, 
lactose, colouring or flavouring that may (rarely) cause 
allergic reactions. If you have any concerns check your 
medication’s label - or any information leaflets provided 
with it - to find the ingredients, or ask your pharmacist. 
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for example - or internal. Symptoms of the latter can 
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motions, blood in the urine, coughing up or vomiting 
blood, heavy or prolonged menstrual periods, tiredness, 
headache or pale skin. 

Internal bleeding can sometimes be difficult to detect 
and the risk is small with the majority of medications. 
However you should be alert to any signs, especially if 
you are using drugs that are known to carry a heightened 
risk of abnormal bleeding. These include a number of 
drugs prescribed to prevent heart attack and stroke by 
“thinning” the blood - i.e. helping to prevent blood clots 
forming and arteries blocking - to preserve essential 
blood flow around the body to vital organs including, your 
heart and brain. In so doing, they also increase the risk  
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Drugs profiled in the book which increase the risk of 
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(page 46), clopidogrel (page 67), dabigatran (page 70), 
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Some medications, including a number of non-
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may also increase the risk of bleeding, especially when 
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can advise you about which these may be and what 
precautions you need to take. These types of drugs 
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• some antidepressants
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although it is greater with some types of medications than 
others. Allergic reactions can range in severity from mild 
reactions that for example may involve little more than 
an annoying itchy skin rash, to more serious and even 
life-threatening reactions that may include extensive or 
painful rashes, swelling of the face, lips or tongue which 
may cause difficulty in swallowing or breathing, wheezing 
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Use common sense and do not take allergic reactions 
lightly. If you think you are having an allergic reaction 
to your medication but it is mild and not particularly 
concerning, ask your pharmacist or doctor for advice.  
If it is causing you discomfort or worry, see your doctor 
immediately or go to the emergency department of 
your nearest hospital before your next dose is due. If the 
reaction is particularly severe, call an ambulance.
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may have experienced a mild skin rash when taking an 
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making it more serious. 

It is important to keep a record of all medications and 
substances you or your family have had allergic reactions 
to and always let your treating doctor and pharmacist 
know of these, to reduce the risk of any further 
allergic reactions. You should also be aware that many 
medications contain other ingredients such as starch, 
lactose, colouring or flavouring that may (rarely) cause 
allergic reactions. If you have any concerns check your 
medication’s label - or any information leaflets provided 
with it - to find the ingredients, or ask your pharmacist. 

.../3



9     8    

The content of What Am I Taking? must not be used as a substitute for professional advice. The user should consult a registered  
health care practitioner in matters relating to their health or a third party’s health, as individual circumstances may di�er.

The content of What Am I Taking? must not be used as a substitute for professional advice. The user should consult a registered  
health care practitioner in matters relating to their health or a third party’s health, as individual circumstances may di�er.

ANTIBIOTIC DRUGS
If you have been prescribed antibiotic drugs for 

bacterial infections, it is important to take the course 
exactly as prescribed- i.e. all the tablets or capsules for 
the specified duration, according to the dosage and 
frequency on the label, even if you feel better before 
finishing them. Otherwise, there is a risk the infection 
could flare up again and in some cases may be harder  
to treat.

It is equally important not to overuse antibiotics, or 
bacteria may develop resistance to them. The consequent 
emergence in recent years of antibiotic-resistant 
“superbugs”, and slowing discoveries of new antibiotics  
to counter them, have combined to form one of the 
major problems now facing the medical world. Exhausting 
all the available options could result in untreatable 
infectious diseases, with devastating global effects. Do 
not take antibiotics without medical advice. Never take 
antibiotics prescribed for another person (or animal) and 
always ensure your doctor knows about any previous 
antibiotic use.

BLOOD GLUCOSE LEVELS
Glucose is a type of sugar which provides fuel for the 

body. Some medications can affect blood glucose levels, 
causing them to increase or decrease. In some people 
the changes may be insignificant however in others, 
particularly people with diabetes, the effects may be 
more pronounced and their medications may need to be 
adjusted or their blood glucose may need to be monitored 
more closely. Medications which have been associated 
with increasing blood glucose levels may also increase 
the risk of developing diabetes over time. Most people 
with diabetes will need to take medications to lower their 
blood glucose levels. Your doctor will assess your risk and 
monitor you as needed.

Medications profiled in the book which have been 
associated with affecting blood glucose levels, including 
those taken for diabetes, include betamethasone  
(page 51), budesonide (page 53),  

fluticasone (page 101), gliclazide (page 107), 
hydrochlorothiazide (page 110), indapamide (page 113), 
insulin (page 114), metformin (page 125), mometasone 
(page 132), olanzapine (page 138), prednisolone (page 
159), quetiapine (page 163), risperidone (page 172) and 
sitagliptin (page 184).

Your blood glucose may be affected if you take any of 
the following types of medications and the effect may be 
greater or more likely if excessive doses of these drugs 
are taken, or if they are taken in combination with other 
drugs that also affect blood glucose levels. Your doctor 
or pharmacist can advise you about which specific drugs 
these may be, what precautions you need to take and if 
any action is required. The types of drugs include:
•   some drugs used for mental illnesses including 

schizophrenia and bipolar disorder
•   a group of medications called corticosteroids  

(see page 30)
•  some drugs used to prevent organ transplant rejection
•  some diuretics (fluid pills)
•  growth hormones
•   some drugs used for high blood pressure or  

heart disease
•  alcohol.

Drinking alcohol can initially increase your blood 
glucose levels, but when consumed to excess it can 
cause your levels to fall. This is why people often feel 
hungry after a drinking session. People with diabetes 
should avoid drinking alcohol, not only because the sugar 
content can worsen their diabetes but also because taking 
medications to lower blood glucose and drinking to excess 
can increase the risk of hypoglycaemia (low blood glucose 
levels). If you drink any alcohol at all, make sure you have 
something to eat at the same time.

In general, you should use a sensible level of caution 
when starting any medication. Be careful with physical 
activities - e.g. driving, operating machinery, running, 
cycling, climbing, standing up suddenly - until you know 
how the drug affects you.

Some of the drugs profiled in this book are prescribed 
to aid sleep and, in so doing, they may cause drowsiness. 
There are also a number of profiled drugs used for other 
purposes that may also cause drowsiness. 

Profiled drugs in these categories include: 
amitriptyline (page 40), buprenorphine (page 56), 
carbamazepine (page 60), codeine (page 68), diazepam 
(page 75), fentanyl (page 97), metoclopramide (page 
127), mirtazapine (page 131), morphine (page 134), 
olanzapine (page 138), oxazepam (page 144), oxycodone 
(page 146), pregabalin (page 161), prochlorperazine 
(page 162), quetiapine (page 163), risperidone (page 
172), temazepam (page 187), tramadol (page 192) and 
valproate (page 195).

Other types of medications, both prescription and  
non-prescription, that may cause or contribute to 
drowsiness include:
• some drugs for pain
• some anticonvulsant drugs
•  some drugs used for mental illnesses including 

schizophrenia and anxiety
• sedating antihistamines such as cold and flu tablets
• some drugs for Parkinson’s disease
• some drugs for nausea
• some drugs for constipation
•  some drugs for muscle spasms and movement 

disorders.

CHANGING MEDICATIONS
If your doctor is changing you from one drug to another 

or you are stopping a medication, it is important to 
follow any instructions regarding changes to doses and/
or transitions to the new medication. There are often 
risks associated with withdrawal and interactions when 
changing or stopping drugs. You may have to taper off 
the medication by gradually reducing your dosage over a 
period of time, or you may have to delay taking the new 
medication until the previous one has cleared from  
your system.

DOSE ADMINISTRATION AIDS
Dose administration aids can be very useful to keep 

track of when you last took your medications and 
when your next dose is due. Some people have trouble 
remembering if they have taken their medications 
or not, which can be dangerous as it may result in 
incorrect dosing. Ask your pharmacist about the dose 
administration aids that are available and which would be 
most suitable for you. There are now also a number of 
mobile phone apps which can assist you in remembering 
to take your medicines. 

DROWSINESS OR DIZZINESS
Drugs can sometimes make you feel drowsy or dizzy, 

especially when you first start using them, causing you 
to become disoriented or unbalanced and increasing 
the risk of falls. This sort of reaction is more likely with 
some drugs and, where there is a recognised risk, your 
pharmacist will usually advise you and attach a warning to 
the medication label.

Combining medications that cause drowsiness may 
further increase the risk and can, in some cases, cause 
extreme drowsiness. This can also result when some drugs 
are combined with alcohol, and it is advisable to avoid or 
limit alcohol consumption while taking medications that 
may cause drowsiness.
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FINDING OUT MORE
The drug profiles in this book contain basic facts about 

each drug. If you want to know more about them, or if 
your medication is not included, there are several options:
•   Your doctor. Doctors take medication choices seriously; 

they will assess your condition, medical history, physical 
characteristics, level of supports, other medications 
and any other conditions before prescribing drugs for 
you. However, the reality is that in brief consultations 
there is often little time for them to explain in detail 
about the drug they have selected for you. Always be 
prepared to ask questions; most doctors are only too 
ready to provide information if you request it. It’s a 
good idea to make a note of important information so 
you don’t forget.

•   Your pharmacist. Australians are very fortunate that 
almost every neighbourhood has a local pharmacy, 
staffed by trained professionals. They are a fantastic 
resource, and pharmacists are always happy to provide 
advice about medications. What’s more, their advice 
is generally free and you don’t need an appointment 
to obtain it. Alternatively, if you have many questions 
or are concerned about the number of drugs you 
are using, you can request an in-pharmacy review 
called a “MedsCheck” which will generally involve 
an appointment with the pharmacist for a longer 
discussion. Another option is to request a referral from 
your doctor for a pharmacist to conduct a complete 
“formal” review of your medications. In this process, 
known as a Home Medicines Review, a specially-trained 
pharmacist will visit you, discuss your drugs and prepare 
a report which may include recommendations for 
improved medication use.

•   Consumer Medicine Information (CMI). CMIs are 
information leaflets provided with all prescription drugs. 
They have been prepared by the drug manufacturers 
and contain extensive information. The leaflets can 
sometimes cover several pages and contain a lot 
of information, which may or may not be relevant 
to you and can seem daunting at first. It is strongly 

recommended that you take the time to read them and 
speak to your doctor or pharmacist if there is anything 
that concerns you. If your drug package does not 
include a CMI ask the pharmacist for one. If the type in 
the supplied version is too small for you to read, ask the 
pharmacist to print out a larger-type version for you. 
Alternatively CMIs can be accessed via the  
NPS MedicineWise website (see below) and other 
similar sites.

•   Other information sources. In general, browsing the 
internet for drug information requires care. There are 
many websites containing information (or opinions) 
about drugs, but often the sheer volume of content 
resulting from a simple search can in itself be confusing, 
and it can also be difficult for untrained people 
to discern if individual sites are unreliable or make 
dubious claims. In addition, many websites originate 
overseas and the information may not be relevant for 
Australian consumers. For example, some drugs are 
marketed under different names in other countries 
and this can be confusing and possibly misleading. One 
recommended local website is NPS MedicineWise 
(www.nps.org.au) provided by the National Prescribing 
Service, an independent not-for-profit organisation 
funded by the federal government. If you do not use 
the internet, you can also contact the Medicines Line 
on 1300 633 424, where a trained professional can 
answer your questions.

MEDICATION LISTS
It is recommended that you carry an up to date list of 

all your medications with the strength, reason you take it, 
the doses you take and how often you take them, as well 
as any allergies. Alternatively, there are also a number of 
phone apps now available for this purpose. These types of 
safeguards are important in an emergency so the treating 
doctor can quickly see what medications you are taking, 
which may influence how they treat you. Similarly, always 
take this information with you when you see any health 
professional as it may affect their treatment decisions or 
the advice they provide.

PRESCRIPTION, NON-PRESCRIPTION, 
COMPLEMENTARY

Most people are aware that some pharmaceutical drugs 
can only be obtained with a doctor’s prescription.

Other non-prescription products - for example 
common pain relievers, cough medicines or nasal sprays 
- can be purchased “over the counter” (OTC) without 
a prescription from pharmacies or, in some cases, from 
supermarkets or convenience stores.

Similarly, most people will also be aware of a third group 
of products that do not require prescriptions. These are 
the herbal and natural medicines, supplements, vitamins 
and minerals, etc, collectively known as “complementary” 
medicines and widely available from pharmacies, health 
food stores and other retail outlets.

All three categories of products - in fact all medical 
products available in Australia - are regulated by the 
Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) and must be 
approved for use. The level of regulation of individual 
active ingredients depends on the risk to the consumer if 
they are not used correctly. In addition, the TGA carries 
out continuous monitoring to identify any problems which 
may emerge after the approval process.

Prescription drugs and some OTC medicines are 
classified as Registered Medicines and, before registration 
can be approved, manufacturers are required to supply 
extensive information to the TGA for evaluation. This 
includes quality and manufacturing standards, scientific 
information on the drug’s action and effects, and 
the results of clinical trials to demonstrate the drug’s 
effectiveness and identify any potential adverse reactions.

All the drugs profiled in What Am I Taking? are 
Registered Medicines. The majority are available only by 
prescription, however there are some that are considered 
safe enough to be purchased without a prescription. 
These are identified in their profiles. Depending on their 
TGA classification, these OTC products may be available 
only from pharmacies, or from other retail outlets. 
Sometimes lower doses or smaller packages of a drug may 

MEDICINES FOR YOUNGER OR OLDER PEOPLE
Drugs are studied extensively in adults but sometimes 

children and the elderly are excluded from clinical 
trials. Children and the elderly have different body 
compositions to that of a typical adult and their organ 
systems can behave differently making them more 
sensitive to drug effects. For this reason, medications are 
used a lot more cautiously in these groups of people.

Never give your prescription medications to other 
persons. Do not give smaller doses of adult non-
prescription medications, to children or younger people 
unless under medical supervision. If you purchase 
children’s formulations of non-prescription medications, 
carefully follow dosing instructions and recommendations.

If you are an older person (e.g. over 65), it is important 
to exercise caution when you are started on a new 
medication or whenever there are changes to your 
medications or your condition. This is especially important 
for medications that can make you dizzy, drowsy, faint or 
disorientated. This will usually be indicated with a warning 
label however if you are concerned don’t hesitate to 
check with your pharmacist.

PREGNANCY AND BREASTFEEDING
Some drugs are not recommended for women who are 

pregnant, planning to become pregnant or breastfeeding. 
In worst case scenarios, the active ingredient can be 
transferred to the unborn child or infant and may cause 
birth defects or illness in the child.

Where there is a known risk associated with any of the 
drugs in this book, this has been noted in the drug profile. 
It is always best to consult your doctor or pharmacist 
before taking any medications when you are pregnant or 
breastfeeding.

Sometimes stopping certain medications can be of 
greater risk to the mother or child so always obtain 
medical advice before stopping any medications. Your 
doctor will assess your condition and discuss any risks with 
you. In some cases a ‘drug free’ period may be trialed or 
an alternative medication may be available.
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include a CMI ask the pharmacist for one. If the type in 
the supplied version is too small for you to read, ask the 
pharmacist to print out a larger-type version for you. 
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prochlorperazine (page 162), quetiapine (page 163) and 
risperidone (page 172).

Long QT syndrome can occur at or below the 
prescribed dose with the risk increasing if excessive 
doses of these drugs are taken or if other drugs that may 
affect the QT interval - including some non-prescription 
medications and other substances - are taken at the same 
time. Your doctor or pharmacist can advise you about 
which specific drugs these may be, what precautions you 
need to take and if any action is required. The types  
of drugs include:
•   some drugs for mental illnesses including depression, 

schizophrenia or bipolar disorder
•   some drugs used to treat heart arrhythmias  

(abnormal heart rhythm)
•   some antibiotic, antifungal or antimalarial drugs
•  some diuretics (fluid pills)
• some medicines used for nausea and vomiting
•  illegal drugs such as cocaine or amphetamines.

REDUCED SEIZURE THRESHOLD
Some people, including those who have epilepsy, are 

more susceptible than others to seizures. It is known that 
certain drugs can increase the risk of seizures. These are 
known as drugs that reduce the seizure threshold.

Drugs profiled in this book that fall into this category 
include: amitriptyline (page 40), desvenlafaxine  
(page 74), duloxetine (page 81), mirtazapine (page 131), 
olanzapine (page 138), quetiapine (page 163), risperidone 
(page 172), venlafaxine (page 197).

People who may be susceptible to seizures should 
exercise caution when taking these drugs, especially 
in combination with other drugs, including some non-
prescription medications, that may lower the seizure 
threshold. Your doctor or pharmacist can advise you 
about which specific drugs these may be and if any  
action is required. These types of drugs include:
•  some drugs for severe asthma
•  some antibiotics

be purchased without a prescription, while stronger forms 
or larger quantities may require a prescription.

Lower-risk products, including other OTC and most 
complementary medicines, are classified as Listed 
Medicines, meaning they only contain ingredients that are 
known to be safe and are manufactured under appropriate 
quality controls. However, their effectiveness is not 
evaluated.

NOTE: If you purchase any medicine without a 
prescription, follow some general precautions. If you 
purchase from a pharmacy, listen carefully to any advice 
provided by your pharmacist at the time of purchase. 
Always read any instructions included with the medication 
or on the label and follow the recommendations for 
dosage and duration of use. It is sensible to find out as 
much as you can about any precautions, potential side 
effects and interactions with other substances. Just 
because a medicine is available without a prescription,  
this does not mean it can’t have any unwanted effects.  
If you don’t feel it is working or your symptoms persist, 
ask a doctor or pharmacist for advice. 

PROLONGED QT INTERVAL
The QT interval is the gap between electrical signals 

that control contractions in the heart muscles - i.e. 
the heartbeat. If the QT interval is prolonged for any 
reason, this can trigger abnormal and potentially fatal 
disturbances to the heart’s rhythm. This condition - 
long QT syndrome - sometimes occurs due to genetic 
(inherited) factors, but certain drugs are also known to 
cause prolonging of the QT interval. The risk is further 
increased if two or more of these drugs are taken at the 
same time.

The following drugs in this book have been associated 
directly or indirectly with prolonging the QT interval: 
amitriptyline (page 40), citalopram (page 65), 
escitalopram (page 84), fluoxetine (page 99), furosemide 
(frusemide) (page 104), hydrochlorothiazide (page 
110), indapamide (page 113), olanzapine (page 138), 

MAKE SURE YOU 
UNDERSTAND 

EXACTLY WHAT YOUR 
MEDICATION IS FOR 

AND HOW YOU SHOULD 
BE TAKING IT.  
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•   some drugs used for multiple sclerosis or movement 
disorders

•  some drugs used in smoking cessation
•  some drugs used to prevent recurrent migraines
•   some drugs used for mental illnesses such as 

depression, bipolar disorder and schizophrenia
•  some hormones
•  some drugs for Alzheimer’s disease and dementia 
•  some drugs for immune system disorders
•  some drugs used to treat cancer
•  some drugs used to treat hepatitis infections
•   some over-the-counter medications for nausea or 

allergies
•  illegal drugs such as cocaine or amphetamines.

SEROTONIN TOXICITY
Serotonin is a naturally occurring chemical that helps 

to transmit signals in the brain and nervous system. While 
it performs an important function, if levels become too 
elevated in the body it can lead to a condition called 
serotonin toxicity - also known as serotonin syndrome - 
which is serious and potentially fatal.

The symptoms of serotonin toxicity include loss of 
co-ordination or unsteadiness, confusion or agitation, 
fever, sweating or shivering and diarrhoea. Seek urgent 
medical advice if you experience any of these symptoms 
while taking any of the drugs referred to below.

Some drugs profiled in this book - especially those 
used to treat depression - increase serotonin levels, 
and you need to exercise particular care if taking any of 
the following: amitriptyline (page 40), citalopram (page 
65), desvenlafaxine (page 74), duloxetine (page 81), 
escitalopram (page 84), fentanyl (page 97), fluoxetine 
(page 99), mirtazapine (page 131), paroxetine (page 151), 
sertraline (page 181), tramadol (page 192) and venlafaxine 
(page 197).

Serotonin toxicity can be triggered by taking large 
doses of these drugs, or by taking combinations of 
any drugs, including a number of non-prescription 
medications, that can contribute to serotonin toxicity. 

Your doctor or pharmacist can advise you about which 
specific drugs these may be and what precautions you 
need to take. The types of drugs include:
•  other antidepressants or drugs for anxiety
•   some drugs for other mental illnesses such as bipolar 

disorder 
•  some strong analgesics (“painkillers”)
•  some drugs used to treat migraines 
•  some drugs for Parkinson’s disease
•  some cough and cold medicines
•  some medicines for weight loss
•  some antibiotics
• herbal preparations containing St John’s Wort
•   a substance called tryptophan, found in some protein 

powders and supplements
•  illegal drugs such as cocaine, amphetamines or LSD.

 You should be particularly careful not to take any 
antidepressants or any of the other medications listed 
above within 14 days of taking any monoamine oxidase 
inhibitors (MAOIs), a group of drugs used to treat 
depression. Check with your doctor or pharmacist  
if unsure whether you are using an MAOI.

THOUGHTS OF HARMING YOURSELF  
OR OTHERS

Some people may go through periods of extreme 
depression or mental illness where they experience 
thoughts of suicide, self-harm or harming others. 
Sometimes drugs prescribed to treat these conditions  
fail to banish these thoughts, or they may actually 
increase when certain drugs are taken.

It is very important to understand that these thoughts 
are the result of mental illness or chemical imbalances in 
the brain, that there is no shame or stigma attached to 
them and that they are almost always treatable. If one 
drug fails to help, there is a wide variety of drug choices 
available and an alternative may prove effective, as may 
other non-drug strategies, in leading you back to a happy, 
productive life.

If these kinds of thoughts happen to you, or you know 
someone who is having them - especially a younger 
person - it is very important to seek advice from a 
qualified professional. Your doctor can help, and there 
are also organisations with trained staff who can provide 
support and lead you away from a crisis and towards a 
solution. Some national organisations are listed below and 
there are also many state-based organisations which  
can help:
•  Lifeline 131 114 or www.lifeline.org.au
•   Suicide Call Back Service 1300 659 467 or  

www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au
•   Beyondblue 1300 224 636 or  

www.beyondblue.org.au
•   Kids Helpline 1800 551 800 or  

www.kidshelpline.com.au
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