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Weight gain and antidepressants  
 
Seeking help for depression or other behavioral 
health symptoms is an important first step to 
recover.  But not infrequently, patients are faced 
with another significant problem, weight gain.  
 
The statistics in most studies say that for up to 25% 
of people, most antidepressant medications, 
including SSRIs like Lexapro, Paxil, Prozac and 
Zoloft can cause weight gain of 10 lbs or more.  
 
This phenomenon didn’t show up initially in the 
clinical trials because they were from 8-12 weeks in 
length, and weight gain usually occurs with longer 
use.  A review in 2003 in the Cleveland Clinic 
Journal of Medicine stated that while weight gain is 
a possible side effect with SSRIs, it is more likely to 
become evident after 6 months or more of use.  
 
The older classes of antidepressants that are known 
to have weight gain as a side effect, such as tricyclics 
(Elavil and Tofranil) and MAO inhibitors (drugs 
like Parnate and Nardil) can cause weight gain with 
both long-term and short-term use.  
 
What Happens and Why  
 
Some researchers believe that both appetite and 
metabolism may be affected.   Others believe that 
for some, antidepressants may also simply help folks 
rediscover pleasure in their lives – including food.  
 
Tricyclic antidepressants have been shown as well to 
increase appetite and carbohydrate cravings.  In the 
case of lithium carbonate therapy, research has 
shown an insulin-like effect on carbohydrate 
metabolism, altered fat-cell metabolism, and 
depressed thyroid function.   
 
While experts are not fully certain about why 
antidepressants cause weight gain, they know that 
switching drugs can make a difference, partially 
because of a person’s specific genetic makeup in 
metabolizing medications in different ways.  

Some antidepressants may be less likely to affect 
weight.  Effexor generally does not cause weight 
gain, while Wellbutrin can cause weight loss.  
 
Sometimes switching within the same 
class of drugs can make a big 
difference  
 
Paxil seems to be one of the worst offenders for 
weight gain for some, and Zoloft is more often less 
likely, so a switch may make a difference, if the 
efficacy of either medication is essentially the same.  
 
Recent research using low doses of certain stimulant 
drugs and seizure medication (Topamax and 
phenteramine combinations) may mitigate some 
weight gain, while adding a low dose of Wellbutrin 
to an antidepressant regimen might also help.  
 
It is worth noting too that lifestyle recommendations 
from physicians such as a healthy diet and especially 
routine exercise can not only assist in weight control, 
but also alleviate many of the symptoms of 
depression, at times allowing for a lower dose or 
even no medication over time.  
 
But there are clearly some people for whom certain 
antidepressants are essential, even though the 
impact on their weight can be so strong that it can’t 
be offset by calorie restricting or even exercise.  But 
it is vital to explain to your patient that this should 
be kept in the proper perspective and recognize the 
importance of treating depression first and 
foremost.   
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