
Medicines for Treating 
Depression 
A Review of the Research for Adults



Is This Information Right for Me?

Yes, if:

 � A doctor or other health care professional has told you that 
you have depression. Your doctor may call this condition major 
depressive disorder (MDD).

 � Your doctor or other health care professional has suggested  
taking a specific kind of medicine for your depression called  
an “antidepressant.”

 � You are over age 18. This information is from research on adults.

What will this summary tell me?
This summary will tell you what research found about the possible 
benefits and side effects of antidepressants. You can use this 
information to talk with your doctor about which medicine may  
be best for you.

Where does the information come from?
Researchers funded by the Agency for Healthcare Research and 
Quality (AHRQ), a Federal Government research agency, reviewed 
248 studies published between January 1980 and January 2011 on 
second-generation antidepressants. This report updates research first 
reported in 2007 and includes newer medicines. You can read the 
report at www.effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/secondgenantidep.cfm.

Antidepressants are only one kind of medicine used to treat depression. They 
are the most common medicine used for this condition. Your doctor may 
prescribe other types of medicines to treat depression. This summary will  
review only the research on antidepressants. It does not review research on  
non-medicine therapies. The research studies also did not look at patients 
with bipolar disorder, substance abuse, bulimia nervosa, or schizophrenia.



Understanding My Condition

What is depression?

Depression is a medical illness that involves the brain. It is a very 
common condition that affects around one in every five people in the 
United States. Many factors can cause depression, including your genes 
(DNA), the chemistry in your brain, or environmental factors like stress. 
Depression is different from feeling sad or down every now and 
then. People with depression feel sad, lack energy, feel tired, or have 
difficulty enjoying routine activities almost every day. 

Not everyone with depression feels sad or down. Other symptoms of 
depression include:

 � Changes in your sleeping habits such as sleeping poorly or sleeping 
more than usual. 

 � Losing interest in usual activities such as favorite hobbies, time with 
family members, or evenings out with friends.

 � Not eating as much or eating more, whether or not you are hungry.

 � Strong feelings of despair, worthlessness, or hopelessness.
 � Finding it hard to think or concentrate.
 � Feelings of excessive or inappropriate guilt.

 � Thoughts of suicide. 

You may not notice some of these symptoms, but people living and  
working around you may see them.

Depression is a serious but treatable problem that should not 
be ignored. Many people require some form of treatment by a doctor or 
other health care professional for their depression. 
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Understanding Your Choices

How is depression treated?

Depression is treated with medicines, talk therapy (where a person 
talks with a trained professional about his or her thoughts and 
feelings; sometimes called “psychotherapy” or “counseling”), or a 
combination of the two.  

This summary looks at research only on the medicines used to treat 
depression called antidepressants. Your doctor may have you see a talk 
therapist in addition to taking medicine. Ask your doctor about the 
benefits and risks of adding talk therapy to your treatment.
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Antidepressant Medicines*

  * Your doctor may use a medicine that is not included in this list to treat your depression.   
 The listed medicines were the ones studied in the review of research used for this summary. 
** The brand name Serzone® is not available in the United States. Only the generic form of this  
 medicine is available.

Brand Name Generic Available? Drug Name
Wellbutrin®; Wellbutrin SR®; 
Wellbutrin XL® Yes, for some doses Bupropion

Celexa® Yes Citalopram
Pristiq® No Desvenlafaxine
Cymbalta® No Duloxetine
Lexapro® No Escitalopram
Prozac®; Prozac Weekly® Yes Fluoxetine
Luvox® Yes Fluvoxamine
Remeron®;  Remeron SolTab® Yes, for some doses Mirtazapine
Serzone®** Yes Nefazodone
Paxil®; Paxil CR® Yes Paroxetine
Zoloft® Yes Sertraline
Desyrel® Yes Trazodone
Effexor®; Effexor XR® Yes, for some doses Venlafaxine

What do the letters SR, CR, XR, and XL after the brand  
name mean?

Medicines with these letters are forms of the medicine that delay or 
extend the release of the medicine in your body. This means that the 
medicine stays in your body for longer periods of time and you may be 
able to take the medicine less often.

 � Wellbutrin SR® is a sustained-release medicine. You take this 
medicine twice a day.

 � Paxil CR® is a controlled-release medicine. You take this medicine 
once a day.

 � Effexor XR®, Wellbutrin XL®, and Prozac Weekly® are extended-
release medicines. You take Wellbutrin XL® and Effexor XR® once  
a day. You take Prozac Weekly® once a week.
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How well do these medicines work?
Although all the antidepressant medicines work about as well as each other, it 
is important to remember that some people will not feel better with the first 
medicine they try. They may need to try several medicines before finding one 
that works for them. Others may find that although the medicine helped for a 
while, their symptoms came back. It is important to follow carefully your doctor’s 
directions for taking your medicine for it to work.
Only three people out of five will see their depression improve the first time 
they start taking an antidepressant.

How do these medicines work?

Antidepressant medicines help improve the way your brain uses 
certain chemicals that control mood or stress.

What does research say about how well these medicines help 
people with depression?

 � All of the antidepressant medicines work about as well as each 
other to improve the symptoms of depression and the quality of 
life for people with depression. 

 � All of the antidepressant medicines work about as well as each 
other in keeping depression symptoms from coming back.
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What did research find about specific antidepressants? 

Research has found some specific information about the benefits of a 
few medicines: 

 � People who took mirtazapine (Remeron®) started feeling better 
faster than they did on other antidepressants. Remeron® took about 
1 to 2 weeks to start working. All of the other antidepressants 
showed signs that they were working by 4 weeks.

 � Prozac Weekly® and Paxil CR® worked as well as regular Prozac® 
and Paxil®.

 � Fewer people stopped taking venlafaxine (Effexor®, Effexor XR®) 
because it was not working, compared with other antidepressants.
People who did stop taking venlafaxine stopped it because of side 
effects such as nausea and vomiting.

Can antidepressants help with other problems related  
to depression?

 � Anxiety. People with depression saw improvements in their 
anxiety. The medicines studied all showed about the same amount 
of improvement.

 � Pain. Paroxetine (Paxil®) and duloxetine (Cymbalta®) both helped 
people with depression and chronic pain about the same amount.

 � Insomnia (when you cannot fall or stay asleep). Fluoxetine (Prozac®), 
mirtazapine (Remeron®), paroxetine (Paxil®), and sertraline (Zoloft®) 
helped people with insomnia about the same amount, but there is not 
enough research to know this for certain.
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What are the side effects of antidepressants?

The number of people who have some kind of side effect from taking 
an antidepressant is about the same for all the antidepressant medicines. 
However, the side effects of each medicine may be different, and some 
medicines are likely to cause some side effects more often than others.

The most common side effects listed by the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) for the antidepressants discussed in this 
summary are:

 � Nausea and  
vomiting

Other more serious but much less common side effects listed by the 
FDA for the antidepressant medicines discussed in this summary 
can include seizures, heart problems, an imbalance of salt in your 
blood, liver damage, suicidal thoughts, or serotonin syndrome (a life-
threatening reaction where your body makes too much serotonin). 
Serotonin syndrome can cause shivering, diarrhea, fever, seizures,  
and stiff or rigid muscles.

 � Weight gain
 � Diarrhea

 � Sleepiness 
 � Sexual problems

If you are having suicidal thoughts or other serious side effects like 
seizures or heart problems while taking antidepressant medicines, 
contact your doctor immediately.

The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline is available at  
1-800-273-TALK (8255) or go to www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org.
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Medicines Most Likely To Cause Certain Side Effects

Although all antidepressants can cause side effects, some are more 
likely to cause certain side effects than others.

Side Effect Medicines Most Likely To Cause This Side Effect

Nausea/vomiting �� Venlafaxine (Effexor®, Effexor XR®)
�� Paroxetine (Paxil®)

Weight gain �� Mirtazapine (Remeron®, Remeron SolTab®) 
�� Between 2 and 7 pounds in 6 to 8 weeks

Diarrhea �� Sertraline (Zoloft®)

Sleepiness �� Trazodone (Desyrel®)

Sexual problems (such 
as decreased sex drive 
or difficulty getting an 
erection)

�� Paroxetine (Paxil®, Paxil CR®) 
�� Escitalopram (Lexapro®), fluoxetine (Prozac®, Prozac Weekly®), 
paroxetine (Paxil®, Paxil CR®), or sertraline (Zoloft®) had more 
sexual side effects than bupropion (Wellbutrin®, Wellbutrin SR®, 
Wellbutrin XL®)
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What happens if I stop taking my antidepressant?
 � Some people have symptoms after they stop taking certain 
antidepressant medicines. These are called “withdrawal 
symptoms.” Withdrawal symptoms include headache, dizziness, 
light-headedness, nausea, and anxiety. You should never stop 
taking your medicine without first talking with your doctor.

 � More people had these symptoms after they stopped taking 
paroxetine (Paxil®, Paxil CR®) and venlafaxine (Effexor®,  
Effexor XR®).

 � Fewer people had withdrawal symptoms after they stopped 
taking fluoxetine (Prozac®, Prozac Weekly®).
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Making a Decision 

What should I think about?

You and your doctor can decide if taking a certain medicine for your 
depression is worth the risk of possible side effects. There are several 
things you may want to think about and discuss with your doctor:

 � The types of depression symptoms you have and how much they 
are bothering you.

 � The effect that not taking medicine for depression may have on 
your life, work, and relationships.

 � Certain side effects and how they might affect your daily life  
or work.

 � Which form of the medicine (immediate, sustained [SR], controlled 
[CR], or extended [ER] release) might be best for you.

 � Other health problems you may be facing and how these medicines 
interact with others that you are taking.

 � Whether some kind of talk therapy would be helpful while  
you are taking medicine.

 � The cost of the medicine.

You may need to try several different antidepressant medicines before 
finding the one that improves your symptoms and has side effects that 
you can manage. It is important to talk with your doctor about:

 � The length of time it may take to try a medicine before knowing if  
it is helping you or if it causes a side effect.

 � When you need to let your doctor know about a side effect from  
the medicine.

 � What role your family and friends might take to support you while 
you are treating your depression.
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Wholesale Prices of Prescription Antidepressants

N/A = not available
SR, XL, CR, and XR are all extended-release formulas.
* Prices are the average wholesale prices listed from RED BOOK Online®. Generic prices are the middle value  
 in the range of prices listed from different manufacturers. The actual prices of the medicines may be higher  
 or lower than the prices listed here, depending on the manufacturer used by your pharmacy.

What are the costs of these medicines?

The following chart lists the wholesale price (the cost to the pharmacy)  
for each of the antidepressants discussed in this summary. The actual cost 
to you may be different, depending on:

 � Your health insurance co-payment.

 � The dose (amount) that you need to take.

 � Whether a generic form of the medicine is available.

Brand Name
Doses 

Available

Price per  
Month for 

Brand Name Generic Name

Price per 
Month for 

Generic

Celexa®
10 mg $126

Citalopram
$72

20 mg $131 $75
40 mg $137 $78

Cymbalta® 60 mg $150 Duloxetine N/A

Desyrel® 50 mg $60 Trazodone $5
100 mg $113 $6

Effexor®

25 mg $54

Venlafaxine N/A 
(all doses)

50 mg $69
75 mg $75

100 mg $81
Effexor XR® 37.5 mg $171 N/A N/A

Lexapro®
5 mg $138

Escitalopram N/A 
(all doses)10 mg $146

20 mg $152

Luvox®
25 mg $89

Fluvoxamine
$69

50 mg $100 $78
100 mg $102 $79

Paxil®

10 mg $133

Paroxetine

$79
20 mg $139 $80
30 mg $143 $85
40 mg $151 $90

Continued on next page
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Wholesale Prices of Prescription Antidepressants (Continued)

N/A = not available
SR, XL, CR, and XR are all extended-release formulas.
  *  Prices are the average wholesale prices listed from RED BOOK Online®. Generic prices are the middle value  
 in the range of prices listed from different manufacturers. The actual prices of the medicines may be higher  
 or lower than the prices listed here, depending on the manufacturer used by your pharmacy.
** The brand name Serzone® is not available in the United States. Only the generic form of this medicine is  
 available.

Brand Name
Doses 

Available

Price per  
Month for 

Brand Name Generic Name

Price per 
Month for 

Generic

Paxil CR®
12.5 mg $137

Paroxetine
$109

25 mg $143 $114
37.5 mg $147 $117

Pristiq®
50 mg $163

Desvenlafaxine N/A 
(all doses)100 mg $163

Prozac®
10 mg $90

Fluoxetine
$78

20 mg $120 $80
Prozac Weekly® 40 mg $165 $160

Remeron®
25 mg $138

Mirtazapine

$82
50 mg $142 $84

100 mg $145 $86

Remeron  
SolTab®

15 mg $110
N/A 

(all doses)30 mg $113
45 mg $120

Serzone®**

50 mg

N/A 
(all doses) Nefazodone

$54
100 mg $56
150 mg $57
200 mg $58
250 mg $59

Wellbutrin®
75 mg $80

Bupropion

$22
100 mg $107 $51

Wellbutrin SR®
100 mg $123 N/A
150 mg $132 $58
200 mg $246 $115

Wellbutrin XL®
150 mg $248 N/A
300 mg $327 N/A

Zoloft®
25 mg $153

Sertraline N/A 
(all doses)50 mg $153

100 mg $153

11



12



Other questions for your doctor:

Write the answers here:

Ask your doctor

 � Which antidepressant medicine do you think might be best to 
treat my depression?

 � What side effects should I be looking for, and when should  
I tell you about them?

 � How will we know if it is time to try a different amount of 
medicine or a different medicine?

 � Do any of my other health problems or medicines affect how  
well the antidepressant might work?

 � Should I also see a talk therapist or counselor?
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Source

The information in this summary comes from the report Second-
Generation Antidepressants in the Pharmacologic Treatment of Adult 
Depression: An Update of the 2007 Comparative Effectiveness Review, 
December 2011. 

The report was produced by the RTI International–University of 
North Carolina Evidence-based Practice Center through funding 
by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ). 

For a copy of the report or for more information about AHRQ and 
the Effective Health Care Program, go to www.effectivehealthcare.
ahrq.gov/secondgenantidep.cfm. Additional information came  
from the MedlinePlus® Web site, a service of the National Library  
of Medicine and the National Institutes of Health. This site is 
available at www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus.

This summary was prepared by the John M. Eisenberg Center  
for Clinical Decisions and Communications Science at Baylor 
College of Medicine, Houston, TX. Patients with depression 
reviewed this summary.
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