TheriskRs and rewards of alternative treatments for depression

By Caitlin Crawshaw

The camera pans across a dimly lit room to a middle-aged
woman hunched over a kitchen chair, then a close-up
of the golden retriever lying beside her, leash in mouth.
It’s a portrait of a once-vibrant woman now melancholy,
exhausted, and unmotivated—the hallmarks of depression.
The voiceover asks if you're suffering from these
symptoms and suggests you ask your doctor about brand
X. Cut to a bustling street where the now-smiling woman
strolls down the sidewalk, led by her bouncing dog.
Antidepressant ads are a common sight on television
these days—no wonder, given how many of us are using
them. A 2002 university study reported that Canadian
spending on antidepressants jumped from $31.4 million
to $543.4 million between 1981 and 2000. In 2007, that
number had risen to $1.16 billion, reports the University of
British Columbia’s Centre for Health Services and Policy
Research. And in the United States, the numbers are even
higher: In 2008, $9.6 billion was spent on antidepressants,
and a recent study shows antidepressant use doubled
between 1996 and 2005.
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To medicate or not to medicate

Experts agree the trend is complex. It may be that more
sufferers are seeking treatment nowadays, but Joe Wegmann,
a New Orleans therapist and author of Psychopharmacology:
Straight Talk on Mental Health Medications (PESI, 2008),
figures the ads are a contributing factor.

“People are bringing the information from the ads in to
their doctor’s office and saying. ‘Doctor, what do you think
about this? I've been feeling sad, a lack of energy, and am
not sleeping so well,” he says. Time-strapped doctors often
prescribe a drug without doing a thorough assessment.

Wegmann is both a licensed clinical social worker
and a board-certified doctor of pharmacy specializing in
psychopharmacology, which means he is able to counsel
patients as well as prescribe drugs—though he’s reticent to
do so.

For one thing, new patients who seem depressed could
actually be in the depressive phase of bipolar disorder,
and antidepressants can trigger manic episodes in these
individuals. Medication is also unwise when depression
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