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Debate: Is the long term use of psychiatric drugs harmful? 

The controversial topic will be discussed by leading experts at 
the Maudsley Debate, King’s College London 

The benefits of psychiatric drugs have been exaggerated and 
the harms underplayed due to poor trial designs, argues one 
expert in The BMJ. But another expert and a patient contend 
that the evidence supports the use of these drugs. 

More than half a million people aged above 65 years die from 
the use of psychiatric drugs every year in the Western world 
and the benefits would need to be “colossal” to justify these 
“immensely harmful” treatments, argues Peter Gøtzsche, 
professor and director of the Nordic Cochrane Centre, 
Denmark. 

But benefits are "minimal", he explains, adding that these 
treatments should “almost exclusively be used in acute 
situations". New guidelines should support this change as well 
as widespread withdrawal clinics to help many patients 
gradually come off these medications.  

Benefits have been overemphasised and harms understated, 
he says, because randomised controlled trials have been 
biased, not blinded appropriately, have not fully evaluated the 
effects of these drugs and deaths have gone under reported. 



 

 

 

For example, the majority of studies have included patients 
already using a psychiatric drug and such patients may 
undergo abstinence and suffer from withdrawal symptoms. As a 
result, this study design exaggerates the benefits of treatment 
and increases the harms in the placebo group.  

Industry funded trials have under reported deaths, he adds, 
estimating that there have probably been 15 times more 
suicides among people taking antidepressants than reported by 
the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA).  

He calculates that deaths from three classes of drugs – 
antipsychotics, benzodiazepines and similar drugs, and 
antidepressants – were responsible for 3693 deaths every year 
in Denmark. This number corresponds to 539,000 deaths in the 
United States and European Union combined. 

The beneficial effects of psychiatric drugs are so small, he 
says, that it would be possible to stop current use almost 
completely without causing harm. He recommends stopping the 
use of all antidepressant, ADHD and dementia drugs, and 
prescribing only a small fraction of currently used antipsychotics 
and benzodiazepines. 
  
But Allan H Young, a professor of mood disorders at King’s 
College London, and John Crace, a psychiatric patient, argue 
that research supports the use of psychiatric drugs which are 
just as beneficial and efficacious as treatments for other 
common, complex conditions.  

These drugs are needed, they insist, to reduce the long term 
harms of psychiatric conditions, which are the fifth leading 
cause of disability worldwide. Most patients suffer from co-
existing health conditions, they add, a primary cause of death 
among this group.  

They explain that psychiatric drugs are rigorously examined for 
efficacy and safety and while the evidence base is “imperfect”, 



 

 

 

research shows that psychiatric drugs are more beneficial than 
harmful.  

Careful evaluation of these drugs is undertaken before and 
after regulatory approval, they explain, and that post 
surveillance after a drug is licensed can include safety of a 
medication in the general population, which unlike study 
populations, includes people with varied medical conditions. 

Yet concerns persist and many are “overinflated”, they add, and 
list recent studies supporting the use of lithium, once labelled a 
"toxic placebo", and antipsychotics, and treatments for mood 
disorders.  

But as with any drug treatment, the harms and benefits need to 
be evaluated from group data in trials, and be applied to 
individual patients whose subjective experiences are important 
to consider, they argue. 
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The authors are taking part in the 52nd Maudsley debate to be 
held at King's College London on 13 May. 

Personal View: Does long term use of psychiatric drugs cause 
more harm than good? 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/doi/10.1136/bmj.h2435 

 
About BMJ 
BMJ is a healthcare knowledge provider that aims to advance 
healthcare worldwide by sharing knowledge and expertise to 
improve experiences, outcomes and value. For a full list of BMJ 
products and services, please visit bmj.com.  
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Media Coverage  

Psychiatric drugs do more harm than good, says expert - The 
Guardian  
 
Antidepressants and other mood-altering drugs dangerous with 
very little benefit, expert argues - National Post 
 
Psychiatric drugs 'cause more harm' - Western Morning News  
 
This story was also covered by ITV News, BT.com, Care 
Appointments, Techie News, Irish Independent, The Telegraph, 
Rochdale Online and Saskatoon StarPhoenix.  
 

http://news.google.com/news/url?sr=1&sa=t&ct2=uk%2F0_0_s_0_0_t&usg=AFQjCNFpUjnMd-bLVHG_LKEC1ikhjtn20w&did=9f5176fe057b6464&cid=52778838434099&ei=tAxTVbDvKYmuaPmzgIAI&rt=STORY&vm=STANDARD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fsociety%2F2015%2Fmay%2F12%2Fpsychiatric-drugs-more-harm-than-good-expert
http://news.nationalpost.com/health/antidepressants-and-other-mood-altering-drugs-dangerous-with-very-little-benefit-expert-argues
http://news.nationalpost.com/health/antidepressants-and-other-mood-altering-drugs-dangerous-with-very-little-benefit-expert-argues
http://www.westernmorningnews.co.uk/Psychiatric-drugs-cause-harm/story-26492963-detail/story.html

