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What is antidepressant discontinuation 

syndrome? 

Antidepressant discontinuation syndrome is a group of 

symptoms that can occur when antidepressants are stopped 

quickly. It does not occur in everyone who stops their 

antidepressants. It can occur in around one in every three 

people. Symptoms are usually mild and short-lived, but can be 

severe and prolonged for a small number of people. 

Antidepressants are not thought to be addictive, so these symptoms are not 

regarded as withdrawal symptoms. Venlafaxine and paroxetine are more likely to 

cause this than other antidepressants. Some antidepressants can help with sleep, 

so stopping these may cause some short term sleep problems. 

What symptoms occur? 

Symptoms will usually start within five days of stopping or reducing the  

antidepressant dose. They are usually mild and reduce or go away over  

one to two weeks.  

 

* These medications are more likely to cause discontinuation syndrome symptoms 

Medication 
group 

SSRIs (and related  
medicines) 
Fluoxetine, sertraline,  
paroxetine*, citalopram, 
escitalopram, venlafaxine* 

Tricyclic  
antidepressants 
Amitriptyline,*  
clomipramine,  
dosulepin, doxepin, 
imipramine*,  
nortriptyline 

MAOIs 
Phenelzine*, 
tranylcypromine*, 
moclobemide* 

Symptoms Common Common Common 

Flu-like symptoms (chills, 
feeling generally unwell, 
excessive sweating,  
headaches, nausea), 
‘shock-like’ sensations, 
dizziness that is made 
worse by movement,  
excessive dreaming,  
irritability 

Flu-like symptoms 
(chills, feeling generally 
unwell, excessive 
sweating,  

headaches, nausea), 
difficulty  
sleeping, excessive 
dreaming 

Agitation,  
irritability,  
uncoordinated 
movements,  
difficulty sleeping 
or sleeping too 
much, vivid 
dreams, slow or 
fast speech 

Uncommon Uncommon Uncommon 

Tremor or stiff muscles, 
problems with  
concentration and 
memory 

Tremor or stiff muscles, 
changes in mood and 
behaviour, irregular 
heartbeat 

Seeing, hearing or 
believing things 
that aren’t true 
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How can I manage these symptoms? 

Treatment options depend on the symptoms that occur and how bad they are. Most symptoms 

should go away in a short time, but taking paracetamol and increasing fluid intake can be 

helpful if symptoms such as the “flu-like symptoms” occur.  

If the symptoms are severe it is best to speak to your doctor, as a change in your medication 

regimen may be needed to best manage them.  

What can I do to prevent this? 

Stopping your antidepressant suddenly increases the risk of antidepressant discontinuation 

syndrome. If you are wanting to stop your antidepressant, it is best to discuss this with your 

doctor. Then you can make a plan to slowly reduce your antidepressant. This may not be 

needed for every medication. 

Where can I find further information? 

If you would like more information you can discuss this with your doctor or pharmacist. If you 

have access to the internet, you may find a lot of information there, but be careful as internet 

based information is not always accurate. Some websites that you may find useful are:  

www.healthinfo.org.nz  

www.medsafe.govt.nz 

www.mymedicines.co.nz 
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