
PSYCHOTROPIC MEDICATIONS 
OVERVIEW & GENERAL COMMENTS 

What are psychotropic medications? 

Psychotropic medications are drugs prescribed to stabilize or improve mood, 
mental status, or behavior. In other words, they are medications used to modify 
emotions or behavior. These medications are sometimes called "psychiatric 
medications" or "psychoactive medications." 

Some drugs may have more than one purpose. For example, the anticonvulsant 
carbamazepine (Tegretol) may be used to control seizures in an individual with 
epilepsy, but it is also used to reduce mood swings in another individual with 
manic-depressive illness. In the second case it is being used as a psychotropic 
medication. 

How are medications named? 

All medications have two names:  

1. Trade or Brand Name. Chosen by the drug manufacturer and picked to 
be simple or memorable. Brand names are capitalized. 

2. generic name. Generally derived from the chemical structure of the drug. 
The generic name is always lower case, and is always the name used in 
scientific literature and reports.  

Two different medications can have very similar generic names. Examples of this 
are the two drugs fluoxetine and fluvoxamine.  

All of this can be complex and confusing to the consumer.  
--Ask your doctor or pharmacist for both names of any medication you or a family member is 
taking. 

What are some common types of psychotropic medications? 

Psychotropic medications can be grouped or classified in different ways.  

• by chemical structure  
• how they work in the brain, that is, their action in the brain  
• how they are most commonly used in treatment, that is, their therapeutic 
action  

Many service providers and families find the therapeutic action grouping the 
most useful. Common groupings by therapeutic action with some examples are: 



 

Therapuetic Action Effect 
Examples (Generic & 
Brand Name of Drug) 

Antidepressants 
Elevate mood in people who 

are depressed 

fluoxetine (Prozac) 

paroxetine (Paxil) 

sertraline (Zoloft) 

imipramine (Tofranil) 

Anti-anxiety 

Used to treat anxiety 

disorders and reduce anxiety 

symptoms. 

clonazepam (Klonapin) 

lorazepam (Ativan) 

buspirone (BuSpar) 

Mood Stabilizers 

Reduce mood swings in 

individuals with manic-

depressive illness. 

carbamazepine (Tegretol) 

lithium (e.g., Lithonate) 

valproic acid (Depakene, 

Depakote) 

Antipsychotic Drugs, or 

"Neuroleptics"* 

Treat psychotic disorders 

such as schizophrenia. 

Reduce psychotic symptoms 

such as hallucinations. 

haloperidol (Haldol) 

risperidone (Risperdal)* 

olanzapine (Zyprexa)* 

* some newer forms of neuroleptics have recently been developed and are sometimes referred to 
as the "atypical neuroleptics." An example is the drug risperidone (Risperdal). 

Here are some examples of other important groups of medications that are 
classified by their action in the brain: 

Therapeutic Action Effect 
Examples (Generic & 
Brand Name of Drug) 

Stimulants 
Treat Attention-

Hyperactivity Disorder. 

methyphenidate (Ritalin) 

dextroamphetamine 

(Dexedrine) 

pemoline (Cylert) 

Beta Blockers 
Treat some forms of severe 

aggression. 
propanolol (Indural) 

Opiate Blockers 
Treat some forms of self-

injurious behavior 
naltrexone (RiVea) 

What do we need to know about medications that we take?  

As much as possible! We need to know:  

• Why is the medication is being used? (What is the mental illness, or 
diagnosis?)  



• What is its intended effect? (such as relieving depression, improving 
sleep, or reducing hallucinations) This is known as the therapeutic action 
or therapeutic effect.  

• What are the likely unintended effects or side effects? These may include 
sleepiness, nausea, dry mouth, dizziness, or sexual problems.  

• Is the drug compatible with other medications you are taking? These are 
known as drug interactions. For example, two drugs you are taking may 
each have a mild calming effect when taken alone, but they could cause 
significant problems with alertness when they are taken together.  

Where can we find more information?  

• the physician prescribing the psychoactive medication  

• your primary care physician or nurse practitioner  
• your pharmacist  
• drug manufacturers (Ask for the drug insert when filling the prescription.)  
• reference books available at the library:  

Physician’s Desk Reference—also known as "PDR" [4th Edition, published by 
Medical Economics Company, Montvale, NJ, 1992.] 

Psychotropic Medication & Developmental Disabilities: The International 
Consensus Handbook [Distributed by the AAMR, American Association on 
Mental Retardation; published by The Ohio State University Nisonger Center; 
1998, edited by Steven Reiss & Michael G. Aman] 

• On the Internet, you can find information about specific medications on the 
Mental Health Net website. http://www.cmhc.com/guide/pro22.htm  

• Health Promotion Project website hosted by the University of Wisconsin. 
This site has a section devoted to the topic of Psychotropic Medications. 
http://www.dcs.wisc.edu/pda/hhi/hpp/pmedic/index.html  

 


