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Patients’ Praise for
Dr. Hedaya’s The Antidepressant Survival Guide


“I want to thank you for the antidepressant survival book and the program, which for me has been a miracle. I cannot believe the change it has made in my life. Thanks to you I am a kid again at the young age of sixty-nine.”

—Andrew W.




“For the first time since I’ve been on my meds, I’m starting to lose weight! My energy levels are better too. I love it! Congratulations on your groundbreaking publication that addresses the holistic spectrum of critical issues facing those of us who suffer from depression.”

—Marybeth N.




“When my husband saw the article in the Washington Post, he called me and brought me home a copy of The Antidepressant Survival Guide that evening. By the next evening, I had read the entire book (including sections out loud to my husband and family), and we all felt as if our prayers had been answered. I’ve already told my therapist, our marriage counselor, and my family doctor about your approach. I couldn’t believe that your practice was so close and accepting new patients. I would have gone around the world for such help! God bless you for caring enough, having the courage to go outside the ‘norm’ of treatment guidelines, and for taking the time to do the research required to help patients have the full lives they deserve!”

—Anne S.




“I am currently reading your book. I feel better knowing that I can take action to help myself. Your advice is clear and encouraging. Thank you.”

—Jennifer V.




“I sat down and read your new book from cover to cover last night. I wanted to thank you for a much needed book for all of us on antidepressants.”

—Margaret D.




“Your book has given me a lot of hope in this confusing process of healing fear and depression. I find you and your work interesting and dynamic.”

—Tracey E.
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Foreword

Despite the tremendous advances in the treatment of depression in recent years, many patients, even with the best medical care, feel that they are not living rich and fulfilling lives. These are the so-called partial responders. For others the side effects of their medications have paradoxically created new obstacles to reclaiming the daily pleasures that they have lost to depression.

Bob Hedaya is one of those rare doctors who has been able to bring a broad range of skills to bear on solving the problem of side effects (including unwanted weight gain, lethargy, and loss of sexual vitality) as well as incomplete responses to antidepressant medication.

Bob’s open-mindedness, on the one hand, and respect for hard-nosed science, on the other, are unusual among medical doctors. In this age of superspecialization, physicians can easily be hemmed in by their narrow fields of research, which is why an out-of-the-box thinker like Bob is so valuable. He brings a comprehensive knowledge of divergent fields to bear on any problem, from nutrition and fitness to psychopharmacology and endocrinology. In this book, he offers a wealth of wisdom drawn from years of clinical experience, research, and teaching.

The Antidepressant Survival Guide is a much-needed lantern in the darkness: a beacon of hope, a prescription for health. The program Bob presents in this book is a marriage of creativity and pragmatism. It draws on important new research from a wide range of disciplines that impact the mind and the body, while managing to avoid being doctrinaire. As he says in his introduction, whatever’s safe and effective is in play. Rather than taking the easy route of damning antidepressant medications as worse than the cure—and they emphatically are not—he’s devised a comprehensive program for maximizing the benefits of antidepressants while minimizing their side effects.

But what I suspect most readers will appreciate in Bob’s book is his wisdom. His approach is as simple as it is compassionate: patients can have the best of both worlds—freedom from depression and freedom from side effects. Unlike doctors who might adopt the attitude “Be thankful you’re not depressed anymore,” Bob has a far broader goal in mind: a full life, with self-esteem, body image, vitality, and sexuality intact.

The program outlined in this book—based on his years of clinical experience—is very ambitious. It offers people not just a remedy for side effects, but a chance to make a full recovery from symptoms to enjoy a level of physical and psychological health they may never have experienced before.

In his excellent previous book, Understanding Biological Psychiatry, Bob speaks to colleagues with interest in the biological aspects of mental health. In The Antidepressant Survival Guide he speaks directly to the patient who suffers not only from the pain of incomplete medication response, but also from the pain-in-the-neck side effects that go with antidepressant treatments.

I have known Bob in many capacities—as a trusted friend, a valued colleague, a fellow researcher at the National Institute of Mental Health, and a faculty member of Georgetown University. For years, his patients have been the beneficiaries of his progressive and comprehensive approach to healing. Now everyone, patients and doctors alike, can reap the rewards of his work.

Norman E. Rosenthal, M.D.
Clinical Professor of Psychiatry
Georgetown University
Washington, D.C.


INTRODUCTION

“I’m Not Depressed Anymore, but When Do I Get a Life?”

*    *    *

LIKE MOST PSYCHIATRISTS, I was tremendously excited by the advent of Prozac and other selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor (SSRI) antidepressants in the late 1980s. These drugs were hailed as medical miracles, and in many ways they were. Compared with conventional psychotherapy and existing medications, this new category of drugs seemed to promise salvation from the ravages of depression—as well as a host of nondepressive disorders—with negligible side effects.

But like many “wonder drugs,” SSRI antidepressants have proven to be a mixed blessing. For the majority of depressed people, these medications offer a desperately needed bridge back from crippling and sometimes suicidal despair. But these same lifesaving drugs confront patients with daunting roadblocks to full recovery in the form of serious side effects—such as physical and mental lethargy, loss of sex drive and performance, and significant weight gain.

These side effects erode the fragile wellness and self-esteem that you, or someone you care about, have been working so hard to rebuild. Faced with such fundamental impediments to their health and happiness, many people taking antidepressants become discouraged and stop taking their medication—usually with the calamitous result of renewed symptoms.

Sadly, many doctors do not appreciate, or may even dismiss, their patients’ complaints about side effects. “You’re so much better than you were before you started on medication,” they insist, encouraging patients to accept the lesser of two evils. “Every drug has side effects. You’ll just have to learn to live with them,” they counsel.

Not only does this all-too-common response lack compassion but it’s bad medicine. By dismissing antidepressants’ side effects as something they must learn to live with, doctors are forfeiting their patients’ chance to fully reclaim their lives—and their happiness—from the shadow of depression.

If a primary symptom of depression is an inability to enjoy life, then finding pleasure in relationships and work is the ultimate goal of recovery. Who among us can expect to be desirable to others if we feel undesirable? How can we expect to fully enjoy the pleasures of intimacy without a healthy sex drive, full sexual function, or a positive body image? Who can hope to compete on the fast track of life and work with reduced vitality and mental alertness?

These questions are hardly peripheral concerns; they go to the heart of recovery from depression. The truth is, we can’t embrace life at arm’s length, and we can’t love life without loving ourselves.

GETTING A LIFE

For years I treated patients for depression, with both psychotherapy and drugs, only to find their progress impeded by new sets of obstacles. They gained weight—sometimes so much that they resigned themselves to the sidelines of social life. (More frequently, they stopped taking their medication and soon relapsed into depression.)1Their sex drives deserted them—love relationships and marriages foundered amid sexual apathy and dysfunction. Most critically, they lacked the energy to keep up with their jobs and fully engage the everyday challenges of life.

Over and over again, I heard the same refrain from these patients: “I’m not depressed anymore, but I’m still not fully enjoying the things that are most important to me: my work, my love life, myself. When do I get a life?”

Whether because of stubbornness, pride, or perhaps some loftier motive, I could never walk away from a patient until his or her problems were solved. As I got more deeply involved in difficult, “treatment-resistant” cases of depression and chronic fatigue syndrome, I realized I would have to expand my search for solutions. I knew that a lot of recent research in the basic sciences hadn’t made its way from the researchers’ lab benches to the clinicians and patients who needed it most. Drawing on my background in psychiatry, general medicine, and psychopharmacology, I examined the latest literature for any new research that might shed light on these problems. Then, through trial and error, I gradually uncovered their remedies.

The result of this multidisciplinary investigation is the Antidepressant Survival Program. Now when a new patient asks me, “Does the treatment for depression have to be worse than the disease?” my answer is a resolute “No!”

The positive results achieved by well over three hundred patients in my practice confirm this promise. Their success rate for reducing, and in most cases eliminating, the harmful side effects of antidepressant medication has astounded me—80 to 90 percent of patients who faithfully follow the program achieve the desired result. Even more gratifying, my patients have found that my Antidepressant Survival Program actually enhances the therapeutic benefits of their medications, while reducing or eliminating their side effects.

Over time more and more people have come to me for help. Meanwhile, more and more doctors have begun referring patients to me. It became clear that many patients on antidepressants simply weren’t getting meaningful help for their side effects from their physicians.

That’s why I decided to translate my program into a book. In the following chapters you will learn how to free yourself from your medication’s side effects while remaining free from depression. I believe—and my clinical practice has proven—that no one should have to be resigned to half a life, simply because he or she is on antidepressant medication. Everyone recovering from depression should aspire to the happiness and fulfillment that comes with vitality, a positive body image, a healthy sex life—and the higher-quality relationships these things foster.

THE PROMISE AND PROBLEM OF ANTIDEPRESSANTS

Over 25 million Americans are currently on antidepressant medication, because it’s the best option available to them. For mild to severe depression, SSRI antidepressants (Prozac, Paxil, Luvox, Celexa, and Zoloft are the most commonly used, though there are many others) and Wellbutrin and Serzone offer relief with the fewest side effects, compared with previously available drugs. And millions of other patients have discovered that SSRIs provide relief from a wide range of nondepressive disorders, including


Generalized anxiety disorder

Panic disorder

Obsessive-compulsive spectrum disorders

Fibromyalgia

Premenstrual syndrome (PMS)

Chronic pain syndrome

Irritable bowel syndrome

Migraine headaches

Chronic fatigue–immune dysfunction syndrome

Substance abuse and addiction

Posttraumatic stress syndrome

Anorexia nervosa

Bulimia nervosa



What about so-called natural remedies? A lot has been written recently about the “miracle” of St. John’s wort. Indeed, this herb helps people cope with mild to moderate depression. But it doesn’t work for many depressed people, particularly if their condition is moderate to severe. Further, St. John’s wort has troublesome side effects of its own, and unlike SSRIs, St. John’s wort has no proven therapeutic effect on the nondepressive disorders just mentioned. (Also, quality control of many St. John’s wort preparations is uneven.)

Unfortunately, antidepressants aren’t a panacea.

As the initial euphoria over SSRI antidepressants subsided, both patients and their doctors began to realize just how widespread their side effects were. It is now clear that up to 80 percent of patients on SSRI antidepressant medications experience side effects such as lethargy, weight gain, and loss of libido (and many of these go unreported because of the stigma associated with sexual dysfunction). Depending on the survey and the side effects being reported, anywhere from 30 to 80 percent of patients on SSRI medication suffer side effects so severe that they are significantly impaired in their ability to function in their jobs or relationships.

The medical underpinnings of side effects are complex and not fully understood, but this much is clear: Antidepressants are powerful agents that cause widespread changes in the body’s neurochemical and hormonal systems. When one of the body’s metabolic systems is altered, this tends to create disequilibrium in others—which is, in part, why so many people suffer from multiple side effects.

When it comes to coping with these disturbing side effects, most people are on their own. It’s not that their doctors aren’t caring people. They simply lack the expertise to respond constructively to their patients’ complaints. The majority of psychiatrists have only a rudimentary knowledge of psychopharmacology—and even less understanding of the related fields of endocrinology, nutrition, immunology, and gastroenterology. And with the growth of managed care, more and more people are being prescribed antidepressants by their primary-care physicians, who have no psychiatric expertise and very little understanding of how these drugs are affecting their patients. Even those doctors who take their patients’ complaints to heart have little to offer beyond a change in medication, which is often only a partial solution to the problem.

THE SOLUTION: RESTORING BALANCE TO YOUR BODY AND LIFE

Thanks to recent medical progress, the biochemistry governing antidepressant side effects—particularly weight gain, loss of sexuality, and decreased mental acuity—is gradually coming to be understood. These side effects are the results of specific, usually treatable imbalances in the brain and body. You will see that this program employs a wide range of treatment modes—nutrition and exercise, hormonal and herbal supplements, meditation, and much more—to redress the imbalances caused by medication and reestablish healthful function.

There is no simple, one-size-fits-all remedy for side effects, because every person responds differently to antidepressant medications. Every person’s body is different. But nearly everyone can benefit from my program because its goal is the same for all people: to diagnose and counteract the imbalances in the body.

When imbalance occurs, the body struggles to compensate and to reassert its natural balance and healthy order. This innate drive toward equilibrium is your body’s hidden gift. Antidepressants are powerful agents. Overcoming their negative side effects is not and cannot be effortless. But as you draw nearer and nearer to the rewarding life you seek, this wellness program, in collaboration with your body’s innate drive to heal itself, will prove to be a surprisingly unstoppable force for recovery.

Mine is an integrative, holistic approach that incorporates recent breakthroughs in psychopharmacology, nutrition, immunology, gastroenterology, and endocrinology—what I call Whole Psychiatry. Rather than getting bogged down in meaningless distinctions between “natural” and “traditional” treatments, this program is guided by two simple and pragmatic questions: Is it safe? and Does it work?

It is safe. The danger to most patients lies in going off their medication; 80 percent of people who have had more than two depressive episodes will relapse within one year if they stop taking their medication.

And it works. More than three hundred patients have proven that all motivated individuals can enjoy increased self-esteem, confidence, vitality, vigor, and sex drive—in short, a level of healthfulness they may never have experienced before.

My program is grounded in the basic principle of returning the body’s natural healthfulness and balance. Specifically, it


* Restores the vital biological factors—including micronutrients (e.g., vitamins, minerals, amino acids, and essential fatty acids) and hormones—that are often depleted and are essential to the body’s health

* Restores the optimal function and proper balance of the body’s metabolic and energy systems

* Restores the ability to experience pleasure in life (inability to experience pleasure is a classic symptom of depression)

* Restores the crucial balance among work, stress, and play



This program is for anyone who believes, as I do, that it’s not enough to survive depression. You can thrive. Since you’re reading this book, I probably don’t have to convince you that there’s a fuller, more satisfying life than the one you have.

So, do yourself a favor. Get a life!


1 Since antidepressant medications are used to treat a wide range of conditions (listed on this page), I will refer to depression as the main symptom, though any number of conditions may apply.




CHAPTER ONE

The Antidepressant Survival Program in a Nutshell

An Integrative Approach to Eliminating the Side Effects and Enhancing the Benefits of Antidepressants

*    *    *


On every crossway on the road that leads to the future, each progressive spirit is opposed by a thousand men appointed to guard the past.

MAURICE MAETERLINCK



MY ANTIDEPRESSANT SURVIVAL PROGRAM began to take shape in 1983, when I became frustrated by the failure of antidepressants and cognitive therapy to alleviate fully the depression of Donna, a thirty-five-year-old single woman who had been my patient for over a year. Donna had tried a combination of tricyclic and monoamine oxidase (MAO) inhibitor antidepressants—this was before Prozac, Wellbutrin, Serzone, and additional selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) came onto the market. Yet she was still feeling depressed and lethargic to the extent that she couldn’t function in her daily life. Not only weren’t the medications helping her depression, they were making her feel extremely tired throughout the day.

The evening before Donna came in for one of her sessions, I read and reread her chart to see if I could figure out what I was missing. In the notes about her medical history, I noticed that Donna had irregular menstrual periods. That symptom, combined with her fatigue and the fact that she was overweight and very sensitive to cold temperatures, suggested to me that she could have an underactive thyroid system, a condition that can cause depressed moods, lethargy, and weight gain—and that can actually be caused by antidepressant medications. I had already done the routine screening test for this condition, and the result was normal, but the symptoms were at odds with the laboratory results.

I read up on the thyroid system. I began to understand that this routine screening test was not a complete evaluation of the thyroid system (although it was the medical standard of the time). I decided to have Donna’s thyroid evaluated more thoroughly. My suspicion was correct—Donna had an underactive thyroid, which I remedied with supplemental thyroid hormone. Two weeks after Donna’s thyroid condition was treated, her lethargy and weight gain began to lessen, and soon she felt happier and more energetic than she had in years.

After my experience with Donna, I became preoccupied by two questions that have shaped my psychiatric practice ever since: First, how many other patients had physiological imbalances that resulted from their use of antidepressants? Second, how many of my patients were suffering from undiagnosed, hidden conditions that masqueraded as psychiatric conditions or medication side effects, or at the least contributed to their symptoms? I began to take much more extensive medical histories and perform physical exams. I also began to use more medical tests to check for hidden health conditions that could have been caused by the antidepressants or could be hindering the medications’ therapeutic effects. I began to appreciate more fully the link between the mind and body and came to this realization: I could not heal the mind without simultaneously healing the body.

Remember, this was back in the mid-1980s. The notion of a mind-body connection was still viewed with much skepticism by the mainstream medical world, and many doctors believed alternative medicine was quackery. I was putting myself out on a limb, and I have to admit even I had many doubts about this uncharted territory. Was I making too great a leap by searching for undiagnosed illnesses in patients who did not respond to antidepressants or had troubling side effects? I questioned myself every step of the way, but I knew that my medical detective work was better than the alternative, simply telling my patients, “There’s nothing more I can do. You’ll just have to learn to live with the side effects of antidepressants,” or “This is the best relief you can expect from your condition.”

My doubts were repeatedly put to rest when patients who seemed stuck in a limbo of dysfunction suddenly recovered vital and fully functional lives. Meanwhile, my increasing understanding of physiology and science from a broad range of fields convinced me that treating these problems demanded a much broader diagnostic and therapeutic lens.

As a doctor, I was never very comfortable prescribing a drug unless I was prepared to help my patients deal with its side effects. Gradually, being the integrative thinker that I am, I came to see myself as a conductor who tuned and harmonized the various instruments within the vast orchestra of my patients’ minds and bodies. By prescribing antidepressants, I knew I could tune those orchestra sections of the mind that are responsible for stabilizing moods and lifting depression, panic, or anxiety. At the same time, however, antidepressants all too frequently introduced new disharmonies, throwing other parts of the orchestra out of tune—causing problems such as hormone imbalances and sexual dysfunction. In order to restore optimal balance and harmony between these systems, I had to make some sense out of the cacophony, then figure out how to retune each section of the orchestra.

I came to the conclusion that there is no single answer. Unfortunately, there was no one pill I could prescribe to wipe out the side effects of antidepressants. (Even if there were, I’d probably need yet another pill to wipe out the side effects from the second one, and so on.) My fascination with these interlocking biosystems led me to study the basic research relevant to both the side effects of antidepressants and the medical problems my patients were experiencing. Gradually, I found ways to offset the imbalances created by antidepressants—as well as correct the underlying disorders that the medications made worse.

As time went on I began to realize that these two intertwined issues—alleviating the side effects of antidepressants and uncovering and treating hidden medical disorders—required more than medical tests and drug treatments. During the early 1990s it became clear to me that nutrition, exercise, and other lifestyle factors all played roles in combating the side effects of antidepressants while bolstering the medications’ benefits. (As has often been the case in medicine, clinicians on the front lines were finding out what worked ahead of the researchers. Over the past three or four years, research studies have been confirming what I discovered in my practice.) I formulated nutrition, exercise, and stress management plans that became the foundation of my program—what I call the Fundamentals. The Fundamentals are based on sound, tested medical principles that will improve your overall health and alleviate antidepressant side effects while amplifying the therapeutic value of the antidepressants. I then combined the Fundamentals with my diagnostic tests, which I call the Medical Prescription, to create the Antidepressant Survival Program.

The Antidepressant Survival Program has one overriding goal: To create healthy, balanced functioning in both your body and your mind, which will enable you to live your life as you were meant to live it: with energy, excitement, pleasure, and vitality. A balanced body and mind are the keys to recapturing the joys and freedoms that make life worth living—the ability to create and experience the simple but profound pleasures of love, work, and play.

This may seem like a pretty lofty goal, but it is, I assure you, one that is well worth pursuing. As with anything of value in life, it requires a clear commitment. And as with anything else in life, you will get out of it what you put into it. What, exactly, do you need to commit to? You must become an active partner in your medical care. You must understand that you are the creator of your health. This means rethinking your eating habits and shedding your perhaps sedentary ways. You will also need to actively find pleasures to counterbalance your daily stresses. And you will have to forge a strong partnership with your doctor to diagnose and treat any hidden health problems that may have been caused by your depression, or resulted from taking antidepressants. (And if you’re in therapy, you may want to ask your therapist to help coach you through the program.)

Your first thought might be, I’m just not at a point in my life where I can make major changes. That is understandable. After all, change requires energy, a resource that you may feel you can’t spare if you’re taking antidepressants. Making matters worse, your day is probably already overloaded; you may be working hard to get a promotion or agonizing over how to arrange car pools around your kids’ frenetic schedules. Between the laundry that’s piling up, the bathroom that hasn’t been cleaned in weeks, the dentist appointment that you haven’t had time to make, you’re probably asking yourself: How can I possibly fit even one more thing into my jam-packed life?

Many of my patients have asked me the same question. I tell them, “Just take the first step. After only a few days you’ll begin to feel the rewards of this program. Your motivation will follow naturally.” I’ve devised a motivational Five-Day Jump Start (see Chapter 3) that will help you overcome inertia and build momentum.

The good news is that this program is self-reinforcing: the rewards of each stage motivate you toward the next. The negative forces that normally hold you in a state of slow motion will turn into a momentum that propels you forward.

The Antidepressant Survival Program will give you your life back. It won’t eliminate your work or household duties, but it will make these responsibilities less daunting, since your increased energy will make you much more efficient. Patients have told me that they’re amazed at how much they can accomplish in one day without energy slumps to drag them down. This is just one of the tangible rewards.

The Antidepressant Survival Program will help you lose the excess pounds that you may have put on as a result of going through depression or taking antidepressants—and maintain a healthy weight. And once you have integrated the program into your lifestyle, the weight will stay off. This is a second tangible reward.

The program is also designed to renew your sexual energies, which may have been drained from your previous symptoms or from your use of antidepressants. You’ll find that you have more desire to have sex, that you’ll have an easier time achieving orgasm, and that sex will be more pleasurable overall. This is a third tangible reward.

But there are also rewards that are less tangible. As I was writing this chapter, I received a call from a patient who had been following my program for about two months. “Dr. Hedaya, I can’t believe the energy I feel,” she told me. Others have said that they feel better than they’ve ever felt in their lives. One sixty-six-year-old woman tells me she has more energy now than she had when she was in her twenties.

Renewable, self-sustaining energy, increased pleasure and fun, a renewed sense of freedom, a healthy body weight, a blossoming of sexuality. These gifts to yourself will transform the tenor of your life and renew your spirit. How would you like to wake up in the morning with energy and enthusiasm for the day? How would you like to look in the mirror and feel good about yourself? How would you like to feel in control of your body and your life, instead of indentured to side effects that take a heavy daily toll?

Let me give you a brief overview of my program, which I’ll explain in more detail in the coming chapters. Here are the main ingredients:

The Fundamentals: nutrition, exercise, and spiritual renewal (including play and stress reduction)

The Medical Prescription: hormones, gut reactions, and sexual renewal

THE FUNDAMENTALS

A BALANCED NUTRITION PLAN

Good nutrition is fundamentally important to all people but particularly to people on antidepressants for several reasons. Adequate protein is essential for producing the brain’s all-important neurotransmitters, which help stabilize moods. Amino acids, essential fats, vitamins, and minerals are also necessary to allow antidepressants to do their job. And good nutrition helps control blood-sugar levels, which reduces irritability, anxiety, moodiness, fatigue, and excess weight, not to mention a host of other symptoms. Furthermore, as body fat decreases, blood flow is improved to the brain and the genitals, enhancing both mental processes and sexual responsiveness.

The nutrition plan lists foods that are toxic for people who take antidepressants because they fuel unhealthy food cravings, deplete physical and sexual energy, and encourage weight gain. Foods such as sugar, refined flour, caffeine, chocolate, and alcohol are slow-acting poisons. All contribute to the side effects of antidepressants.

On the flip side, my nutrition plan increases your intake of medicinal foods that will help alleviate side effects and actually make the antidepressants work better. This list includes protein-rich foods, those with “good” fats (omega-3 essential fatty acids and monounsaturated fats), and the healing, unprocessed foods present in nature (whole grains, fruits, seeds, and vegetables).

The primary goal of the nutrition plan is eating healthy foods in the right balance. Weight loss is not the main goal of the plan, but, particularly in combination with my exercise program and the Medical Prescription program, it will help you lose weight and regain your youthful proportions. My nutrition plan is not a deprivation diet. I don’t want you to become a nutrition fanatic. I don’t want you to restrict your calories or count fat grams. I’m not asking you to cut down on your portion sizes. Eat as much as you like. What I’m offering is a healthful eating program that will help you shed pounds by banishing your cravings for sweets and starchy foods.

I’ll ask you to keep track of the foods you eat in a food diary and to think in advance about how you’re going to implement certain changes in your eating habits. Most of my patients change their eating habits gradually, over several weeks or even months. Coming to terms with the effects of harmful foods is an incremental process. Most people can’t reinvent their nutritional habits completely on day one. You will find, however, that as you eat fewer and fewer toxic foods, you will crave them less and less.

As you shift the balance away from poisonous foods toward medicinal ones, you will naturally begin to desire an appropriate balance of protein to carbohydrates. My basic rule of thumb is to fill your plate with roughly one-third protein-rich foods (meat, chicken, fish, tofu) and two-thirds carbohydrates (fruits and complex carbohydrates such as beans, whole grains, and most vegetables). This is based on research that has found that adequate amounts of certain amino acids (the building blocks of protein) are essential for manufacturing brain chemicals such as serotonin and dopamine—which help regulate numerous mind-body functions, such as mood, pleasure, energy, appetite, sexual performance, and hormonal and gastrointestinal function. Adequate amounts of protein (as well as other nutrients) are essential for antidepressants to do their job. This balance of protein to carbohydrates (with a sufficient amount of the good kind of fat) is also essential for stabilizing blood-sugar levels—which are a major cause of food cravings, depleted energy levels, irritability, poor concentration, daytime sleepiness, and even anxiety and blue moods.

The more diligent you are about incorporating the nutrition plan into your life, the more energetic you’ll feel and the more successful you’ll be at taking off any unwanted weight you gained on antidepressants (while you reshape your body through exercise and the Medical Prescription plan).

Foods found in nature are not as exciting to our jaded palates as the processed poisons we have grown accustomed to. Our natural taste for good food has been co-opted by sugar, salt, artificial flavorings, and myriad “other ingredients” added to virtually all the processed foods we eat. To make the transition from processed poisons and excess pounds to normal food and weight, this nutrition plan helps retrain your taste buds toward healthful foods. (Meanwhile, other elements of the program will help you develop complementary sources of pleasure, including athletic activity, play, and sex.) As you wean yourself off the toxic foods that worsen your antidepressant side effects, they will gradually lose their appeal. Once you begin fueling your body with the proper nutrition, all of your body’s systems and functions will improve. You’ll feel more energetic and alert, and you’ll feel the beneficial effects of the antidepressants with greater intensity.

A BALANCED EXERCISE PROGRAM

Exercise plays a major role in combating antidepressant side effects. It increases circulation, bringing more oxygen to the brain and other organs. And exercise serves other purposes as well. When you’re exercising properly, your appetite begins to reflect the appropriate needs of your body. Excesses of appetite—the very excesses that most antidepressants cause—are curbed. And, like good nutrition, vigorous exercise heightens the effectiveness of your antidepressant medication.

The exercise program works in concert with the nutrition plan to help you reshape your body, lose fat, renew your energy, and build strength. I do not believe it is possible to regain your normal body proportions by dietary changes alone. So my program includes the three essential elements of good fitness: a healthy heart via aerobic exercise, strong muscles via strength training, and flexibility via stretching exercises. Keeping in mind that everyone is at a different fitness level, I’ve developed a three-stage program that allows you to enter at your current level of fitness and gradually work up from there.

During Stage 1, which lasts for six weeks, you’ll learn to master one type of steady or aerobic exercise and you’ll become comfortable with strength training and stretching. During Stage 2, which also lasts for six weeks, you’ll focus on cross training by incorporating two new aerobic activities into your workouts. This will enable you to work different muscle groups and to build some variety into your workouts, preparing you for Stage 3. Stage 3 focuses on maintaining your exercise program and, more important, helping your exercise become a source of fun, pleasure, and even spiritual renewal.

The exercise program specifically works with the nutrition plan to minimize antidepressant side effects. Of course, exercise burns fat and builds muscle, thereby working hand in hand with the nutrition plan to help you lose weight. Moreover, it curbs your appetite and helps regulate blood-sugar levels to tame your cravings. By improving your circulation, exercise helps deliver the nutrients from the foods you eat to your brain and other organs. Exercise also triggers the release of feelgood hormones, which improve your mood. In addition, you will notice that your sex life improves thanks to increased circulation, which heightens arousal and sensitivity in your sex organs. Perhaps most important, exercise will improve your body image and make you feel better about yourself as you take steps to a healthier life.

STRESS REDUCTION, PLAY, AND SPIRITUAL RENEWAL

It is, perhaps, a sad testament to our spiritually impoverished culture that we actually need to have a plan to revive the spirit. But I’ve found that relaxation, play, and spirituality are frequently missing from my patients’ lives. Minimizing stress and maximizing fun are crucial to experiencing pleasure. All the medical treatments, food, and exercise in the world won’t do you much good if you’re too stressed out to enjoy yourself.

From a scientific standpoint, learning to relax, play, and tap into your spirituality will help normalize your body’s production of stress hormones while boosting its production of pleasure chemicals, like endorphins and dopamine. This effect has an undeniably major role in weight management. It can help you feel happy, energized, and sexually recharged. Relaxation techniques have been found to have a powerful normalizing effect on the stress-hormone-producing adrenal glands, which frequently go out of balance in people who have suffered from depression. Renewing your spiritual life has a similar effect and, according to much research, may actually help you live longer and healthier. Remember that play and fun were once essential parts of your life. Experiencing the joy of spontaneity, novelty, creativity, and curiosity exercises the pleasure-producing dopamine and endorphin pathways.

Relaxation, play, and spiritual renewal might strike you as “soft” concerns compared with hormonal and dietary imbalances. In fact, they go to the heart of my program, because they promote healthy brain and hormone functions, and they are vital to reconnecting with aspects of your life you may have lost to depression or antidepressants. It’s impossible to recover a fulfilling life without access to contentment and joy.

THE MEDICAL PRESCRIPTION

While the Fundamentals can be done on your own, or with a therapist or a supportive friend as coach, the Medical Prescription part of my program requires you to work closely with your doctor. He or she will diagnose and treat any hidden medical problems that may be throwing your body out of balance—even if you are already following the Fundamental components of the program. The Medical Prescription is tailored to your own medical needs. The beginning of every section includes quizzes to clue you in to whether you may have a particular health problem that should be investigated by your doctor. You’ll see that these chapters also contain Notes to Your Doctor, which detail some of the medical science and give my recommendations for diagnostic tests and treatments.

EVALUATING THE HORMONE CONNECTION

Hormones are among the most important regulatory agents in the body. When they are not in proper balance, wide-ranging dysfunction results. The brain, gastrointestinal tract, thyroid, pancreas, and adrenal and parathyroid glands all secrete powerful hormones, each with far-reaching consequences for health and normal functioning.

Hormonal balance is critical to treating depression. The brain cannot function in a normal way if hormones are not present and released in proper amounts at the proper times. Other negative consequences will be felt throughout the body. For instance, it’s a little-known fact that antidepressants can reduce normal thyroid function. This sets off a chain reaction of health consequences, causing the body to function in a type of slow motion; most people experience weight gain, lethargy, and mental fatigue, in addition to many other symptoms. These symptoms are often misdiagnosed as mere “side effects” of the antidepressant and receive no specific treatment.

Even more common are adrenal system malfunctions, which affect about 80 percent of my patients. Adrenal system abnormalities frequently arise during depression, which puts your body into a chronic state of stress. And they may linger even after depression seems to lift and can contribute to antidepressant side effects by making you feel tired and depleted of energy, as well as contributing to weight gain and reduced sex drive.

DEALING WITH GUT REACTIONS

A broad spectrum of negative gut reactions can rob your body of the vital nutrients it needs to manufacture neurotransmitters, hormones, and other chemicals necessary to healing depression and eliminating side effects. Without these nutrients, you can still feel depressed even if you’re on high doses of medication. So you could be following the nutrition plan to the letter but not feeling your best if your body isn’t properly digesting and absorbing the foods you eat. You may find that you still feel excessively tired or drained of energy or that you have a general sense of malaise. Your problems could be the result of a food sensitivity or digestive abnormality, or perhaps you have a condition that causes low blood sugar. These are all part of the gut reactions that are common in people who experience side effects.

The first line of action I recommend is a series of blood tests to measure the levels of certain vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients in your blood. These will indicate to your doctor whether you are deficient in any essential nutrients. Sometimes a supplement is all that is needed, but your doctor should rule out any underlying causes that may be preventing your body from absorbing these nutrients. I recommend what I think are the best tests for diagnosing the problem. All the tests are noninvasive, but some need to be performed by certain labs to obtain the most reliable results. (I explain this in the Note to Your Doctor sections.) Some tests are self-evaluations: If you or your doctor suspects a food sensitivity, for instance, I recommend going on a food elimination diet. In this case, you will temporarily abstain from particular foods and see how you feel. In investigating digestive problems that are common in patients who use antidepressants, the main goal is to determine whether the body is deficient in certain nutrients, why it is deficient, and what treatment will reverse the deficiency.

RECLAIMING YOUR SEXUAL VITALITY

A diminished sex life is one of the most common—yet least discussed—antidepressant side effects. You may experience partial or complete impotence, or an inability to achieve orgasm. Others experience subtler effects, like a diminished desire for sex or less pleasure during sex, and they wonder if their relationships have gone sour or if they’re just too stressed out. In this section of the program, you will learn how to solve the vast array of sexual problems that frequently result from taking antidepressants. (But keep in mind that the other parts of the program often help solve sexual problems as well.)

I will walk you through a four-step process to help you reclaim your sexual vitality. As you move through the steps (assessing your sex hormone levels, adjusting your antidepressants, exploring various pharmaceutical, hormonal, or herbal remedies), you can stop on a particular step if you find that it is working for you. Viagra, the highly publicized pill for impotence, gets a special mention. I’ve found it to
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	The various systems of your body and mind are intertwined.

	Fixing a problem in one system will benefit the other systems.

	If you don’t solve a particular problem, it can have a domino effect, creating problems in other systems.

	Addressing only one system rarely results in lasting health and well-being.
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