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    the

prescription
happiness

Depression is one of the most common mental health problems in Australia,  
so why is taking antidepressants still seen as something to be ashamed of?

antidepressants:  
what you need to know

 Side effects are common and can include nausea, 

dizziness, sleep disturbance, sexual dysfunction and 

headaches. Make a note of your symptoms and if  

they persist, talk to your doctor. You may need to try  

a few different types before finding the right match.

 Results can take time. It can be up to six weeks  

before you start noticing a difference in your mood. 

 They’re not addictive, but you may suffer withdrawals. 

Coming off antidepressants should be done slowly  

and be very closely monitored by your doctor, as 

unpleasant withdrawal symptoms may occur.

i magine waking up 
one day and feeling 
like a heavy black 
cloud had taken up 
residence in your 

body. This is exactly what 
Natalie, 25, experienced 
when she was diagnosed  
with clinical depression  
three years ago. “Physically,  
it was bad. I had no energy 
and I felt like I was walking 
through quicksand. But 
mentally, it was worse. The 
world was devoid of colour;  
I had no interest in anything 
or anyone. I wasn’t just 
feeling blue – I was navy.”

Depression is one of the  
most common mental health 
problems in Australia, with 
one in five of us experiencing 
it at some stage in our lives. 
Despite the fact that 20  

per cent of people will go 

through it, depression is still 

relatively misunderstood. It’s 

not just a bad mood – it’s an 

invasive low that can last 

weeks or even months. You 

have probably heard people 

question whether depression 

really is an illness. Some will 

dismiss it as sadness and 

suggest sufferers “cheer up”. 

Psychologist Peter 
Walker (peterwalkerand 
associates.com.au) is quick 
to dispel this flippant stance. 
“Depression is not just the 

blues you get on a Sunday 

afternoon because you have 

to work the next day. It’s a 

mental illness that profoundly 

debilitates your mood.” 

Depression, like most 

illnesses, is often treated  

with prescription medication. 
Antidepressants have been 

prescribed to sufferers of 

depression and anxiety 

disorders since the 1950s. 

There are many different 

antidepressants, but all act on 

chemicals in the brain related 

to emotions and motivation. 

The most commonly used in 

Australia are SSRIs: selective 

serotonin reuptake inhibitors. 

While most people would 
openly admit they were  
on antibiotics to battle an 
infection, it’s not as easy to 
talk about antidepressants. 

“The biggest hurdle I faced 

when going on medication 

was my own belief that I was  

a failure because of it,” says 

Natalie. “I felt so helpless and 

that taking pills confirmed it.” 

This mindset isn’t uncommon. 

Walker says, “You’ll see a 

subset of people who hate 

taking antidepressants and 

rage against it. They see it  

as a form of weakness.” 

That’s why Natalie kept 
her antidepressant use quiet. 
“I did worry about what my 

colleagues and boss would 

think and I felt quite ashamed 

saying anything at work. You 

need to hold it together in  

an office – I thought I may be  

deemed incapable if I showed 

any kind of vulnerability.” 

It doesn’t help that 
there’s still debate about  
the necessity of treating 
depression with medication. 
Despite research highlighting 

the benefits, not everyone is 

aboard the mood-med train. 

Some studies say regular 

exercise is as effective as  

a mild antidepressant. This 

leads to the misconception 

that antidepressants are  

quick-fix happiness pills. 

On the contrary, it can 
take time for the medication 
to work. Walker says, “It is 

recommended they be taken 

for at least six months to  

a year. How long they take to 

work varies; it’s not instant.” 

When Natalie first started 

her medication, she wound 

up feeling worse than ever. 

“They made me nauseous and 

in the first week I had suicidal 

thoughts. It was pretty scary.”  

Walker says side effects 
like Natalie’s are normal, but 
these should start to abate 
after a couple of weeks. 
Soon, there will be a slight 

improvement. “You don’t 

wake up one morning and 

think, ‘Oh, I feel fantastic! 

Everything’s back to normal’,” 

Walker explains. “It’s usually 

subtle. People will say, ‘I’m 

not feeling brilliant but I did 

notice that I could get out of 

bed a little easier.’ It’s a shift  

that builds up over time.” 

While the stigma around 
antidepressants is still there, 
Walker says he’s started to 
see a shift in attitude. “Less 

and less people are ashamed 

of taking an antidepressant  

if that’s what’s needed, or 

going to see a psychologist  

if that’s what’s required. Of 

course, there is still stigma  

but I can see it petering out.”

Natalie realised that 
there’s no shame in asking  
for help. “I thought that  

since it was a problem with 

my brain, I could think myself 

better. It wasn’t until my 

doctor likened depression  

to diabetes – something you 

can manage with medication 

– that I realised this illness  

was beyond me and that  

I needed medical support.” 

i did worry about what my 
colleagues and boss would  
think; i felt ashamed. 

i thought i’d seem incapable if i 
showed any kind of vulnerability. 


