Alcohol and medication for mental health problems – is it a lethal cocktail?

Medication and alcohol can react together in unpredictable ways.  Drinking whilst taking medication can alter the effects of the medication and/or the alcohol and alcohol may exaggerate the side effects of medication.

Also if an individual has damaged their liver due to drinking too much alcohol then this can interfere with the way that medication is dealt with by the body and may reduce the effectiveness of the treatment.  The way that somebody responds to alcohol varies from person to person but these interactions can have serious implications for driving or operating machinery.

Specific interactions

Drug 
Type of interaction

Anti-epileptic medications also used as mood stabilisers e.g. Carbamazepine, Sodium valproate, Lamotrigine.
May increase drowsiness in some people

Antipsychotics
Acute alcohol intake can increase the sedative effects of these drugs, which can result in impaired co-ordination and breathing difficulties.

Benzodiazepines e.g. Diazepam, Lorazepam, Clonazepam etc.
Alcohol enhances the dampening effects of these drugs in the brain causing extra drowsiness and slowed reactions and movement.

Memory may be impaired.

Lithium
Can affect the level of lithium in your blood especially if you become dehydrated after drinking alcohol.

May increase drowsiness in some people.

Monoamine oxidase inhibitor antidepressants e.g. Tranylcypromine, Phenelzine.
A chemical called tyramine, found in some beers and wine, reacts with these drugs to cause a dangerous rise in blood pressure.  This can happen with just one drink.

Sleeping tablets e.g. Temazepam, Zopiclone etc. 
Alcohol can increase the sedative effects of these tablets leading to disorientation and confusion.

Trazodone
Enhanced sedation

Tricyclic antidepressants e.g. Amitriptyline, Clomipramine, Dothiepin, Lofepramine etc.
Alcohol increases the risk of drowsiness and a sudden drop in blood pressure when people stand up.



N.B. This is not an exhaustive list! There are lots more interactions that can occur between alcohol and other mental health medication, medication for medical problems and over the counter medication.

P.T.O. as this doesn’t mean that you can never drink alcohol again!!

General advice

It is acknowledged that a lot of people will drink alcohol whilst taking medication.  It is a part of daily life but the trick is to be sensible about it and then hopefully there will be no problems.

First a word of caution! There are some medications that you should never drink with alcohol or certain types of alcohol so please check with your doctor or pharmacist that you are not taking any of these.

If this isn’t the case then please bear in mind the following points:

· It is officially recommended that alcohol should not be drunk when taking medication for mental health problems.  This is because both can cause drowsiness but also that alcohol can make some mental health problems including psychotic symptoms and depression seem worse.  This usually happens with excessive drinking but can happen at any time.

· However once people are used to taking medication they can sometimes drink alcohol in small amounts without any harm.  It is usually better to avoid alcohol for the first one to two months when taking a new medication to allow your body to get used to the medication.  This is also the time when you are likely to get the most drowsiness from the medication.

· After this time, if you want to drink alcohol, then try a glass or two of an alcoholic drink and see how you feel.  If this doesn’t make you feel drowsier then it is probably fine to drink in small amounts.

· It pays to be cautious as alcohol affects people in different ways especially when they are taking medication.  The other thing that can happen is that you feel drunk more quickly and if this is not expected then it can lead to problems!

· Don’t stop taking your medication because you fancy a drink. 

· When taking medication never drink any alcohol and drive.  It is illegal and dangerous to drive and be intoxicated by alcohol or drugs. The law does not distinguish between legal and illegal drugs.
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For further information please speak to your doctor or pharmacist or contact the above department on 01223 218518 (9am-5pm (excluding 12.30pm-1pm) Mon-Fri).

References can be supplied on request.

