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Antidepressants 
 
Antidepressants are widely used in treating psychiatric and neurologic disorders. Most 
of these medications are believed to work by slowing the removal of certain 
chemicals, called neurotransmitters, from the brain. Serotonin and norepinephrine are 
the neurotransmitters most commonly targeted by these medications.  
Neurotransmitters are needed for normal brain function and are involved in the control 
of mood and in other responses and functions, such as eating, sleep, pain, and 
thinking. 
Antidepressants help people with depression by making these natural chemicals more 
available to the brain. By restoring the brain's chemical balance, antidepressants help 
relieve the symptoms of depression. 
In addition to their role in fighting depression, several have also been shown to be 
effective with other types of neurogically-based symptoms.  
 
Types of Antidepressants 
 
Commonly used tricyclic antidepressants: 

• amitriptyline (Elavil®) 
• desipramine (Norpramin® 
• imipramine (Tofranil®) 
• nortriptyline (Pamelor®) 

 
Tricyclic antidepressants have been in use since the 1960’s.  While very effective in 
relieving the symptoms of depression, they tend to produce more side effects than the 
newer family of antidepressants known as the selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors 
(SSRIs). 
 
Commonly used SSRI antidepressantss: 

• fluoxetine (Prozac®) 
• sertraline (Zoloft®) 
• fluvoxamine (Luvox®) 
• paroxetine (Paxil®) 
• citalopram (Celexa®) 

 
 
In the late 1990s, another group of medications, known as selective serotonin and 
norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SSRNIs) became available. 
 
Commonly used SSRNI antidepressants: 

• venlafaxine (Effexor®) 
• nefazodone (Serzone®) 

 



Two additional antidepressants that are chemically unrelated to the others: 
• bupropion (Wellbutrin®) 
• mirtazepine (Remeron®) 

 
Antidepressants May Also Help to Control Other MS-Related Symptoms 
Because some of the tricyclic agents have anticholinergic properties that can cause 
people to retain urine, they are sometimes used in low doses to help control bladder 
incontinence. They are also used to help manage certain types of pain. Some of the 
antidepressants (e.g., fluoxetine) may also be helpful in reducing MS-related fatigue. 
Amitriptyline, desipramine, and fluoxetine have been shown in small clinical studies to 
help alleviate the uncontrollable laughing or crying (known as pseudobulbar affect) 
that is occasionally seen in people with MS.   
 
Side Effects 
The most common side effects of the tricyclic antidepressants include dry mouth, 
constipation, urinary retention (which can be beneficial for some people with MS-
related frequency and urgency), sexual problems, blurred vision, dizziness, 
drowsiness, and increased heart rate. 
 
The most common side effects of the newer antidepressants include sexual problems, 
headache, nausea, insomnia, jittery feelings.  
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• Bladder Dysfunction 
• Cognitive Function 
• Emotional Aspects 
• Pain 

Society Web Resources 
 
• Spotlight: Emotional Aspects of MS 

www.nationalmssociety.org/Emotions 
 
• Spotlight: MS and Cognition 

www.nationalmssociety.org/Cognition 
 

• Spotlight: MS and Fatigue 
www.nationalmssociety.org/Fatigue 

 
• Spotlight: MS and Pain 

www.nationalmssociety.org/Pain 
 

• Spotlight: MS and Stress 
www.nationalmssociety.org/Relax 

 
• Medications Used In MS 

www.nationalmssociety.org/Meds 
  



For Healthcare Professionals 

• Clinical Bulletin: Emotional Issues of the Person with MS 
• Clinical Bulletin: Pseudobulbar Affect (Uncontrollable Laughing and/or Crying)
• Clinical Bulletin: Pain in Multiple Sclerosis  

www.nationalmssociety.org/ClinicalBulletins 
 

• Booklet: Talking About Depression and Other Emotional Changes 
www.nationalmssociety.org/TalkingAbout 
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The National Multiple Sclerosis Society is proud to be a source of information about multiple 
sclerosis. Our comments are based on professional advice, published experience, and expert 
opinion, but do not represent individual therapeutic recommendations or prescription. For specific 
information and advice, consult your personal physician.  
 
To contact your chapter, call 1-800-FIGHT-MS (1-800-344-4867) or visit the National MS Society 
web site: www.nationalmssociety.org. 
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