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Medication to treat post-traumatic stress 
disorder –SSRIs most effective 

 
 
A variety of medications can help reduce the core symptoms of post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) as well as reduce associated depression and disability, but selective 
serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) should be considered as first line agents as 
there is most evidence showing that these can be effective. 
 
This was the conclusion of a systematic review that studied 25 short-term clinical 
trials involving 4,597 participants. It was published in the latest update of The 
Cochrane Library. 
 
PTSD occurs after a person has been exposed to serious trauma such as 
involvement in a terrorist atrocity, combat or rape. It results in enormous personal 
and societal costs and has traditionally been treated by psychotherapy. But recent 
developments in the scientific understanding of changes in the brain associated with 
PTSD indicate that there may be a role for medication. 
 
A wide range of pharmacological treatments has been used in an attempt to treat 
PTSD, including tricyclic antidepressants, SSRIs and anticonvulsants. “While there is 
no clear evidence that any pharmacological treatment is superior, currently the 
greatest number of trials has looked at SSRIs,” says lead author Prof Dan Stein who 
works in the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Cape Town, South Africa. 
 
Some medications, however, have had a negative effect. These include 
benzodiazepines and inositol. 
 
Studies of long-term interventions show that pharmacotherapy can increase its 
effectiveness over time, as well as act to prevent relapses. 
 
“Its worth remembering that both pharmacotherapy and psychotherapy can have a 
useful role to play in the treatment of PTSD,” says Stein. 
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1. Review Paper: Stein DJ, Ipser JC, Seedat S. Pharmacotherapy for post traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD). The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews 2006, Issue 1. Art. No.: 
CD002795.pub2. DOI: 10.1002/14651858.CD002795.pub2. 

 
 

2. The Cochrane Library contains high quality health care information, including Systematic 
Reviews from The Cochrane Collaboration. These Reviews bring together research on the 
effects of health care and are considered the gold standard for determining the relative 
effectiveness of different interventions. The Cochrane Collaboration (http://www.cochrane.org) 
is a UK registered international charity and the world's leading producer of systematic Reviews. 
It has been demonstrated that Cochrane Systematic Reviews are of comparable or better 
quality and are updated more often than the Reviews published in print journals
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3. The Cochrane Library can be accessed at http://www.thecochranelibrary.com. Guest users 

may access abstracts for all Reviews in the database, and members of the media may request 
full access to the contents of the Library. For further information, see contact details below. 

 



4. A number of countries have national provisions by which some or all of their residents are able 
to access The Cochrane Library for free. These include: 

 
Australia  www.nicsl.com.au/Cochrane 
New Zealand http://www.moh.govt.nz/cochranelibrary or http://www.nzgg.org.nz/ or 

http://www.cochrane.org.nz/  
Denmark www.vifab.dk or www.sundhedsportalen.dk or www.deff.dk or 

www.cochrane.dk  
England www.nelh.nhs.uk/cochrane.asp 
Finland  www.terveysportti.fi 
Ireland All residents within the Island of Ireland can access The Cochrane Library for 

free, thanks to funding for a national provision by The Health Research 
Board in Dublin and The Research and Development Office in Belfast. 

Norway  www.cochrane.no 
Scotland  http://www.nes.scot.nhs.uk/ 

Spain  http://www.update-software.com/Clibplus/ClibPlus.asp 
South Africa http://www.sahealthinfo.org/evidence/databases.htm 
Sweden  www.sbu.se 
Wales All residents of Wales with access to the Internet can access The Cochrane 

Library for free, thanks to funding provided by The Welsh Assembly 
Government. 

The Canadian Province of Saskatchewan www.thecochranelibrary.com 
The US State of Wyoming   www.thecochranelibrary.com 
 

5. There are also several programmes, such as the Health InterNetwork Access to Research 
Initiative (HINARI) that provide access in developing countries. To find out whether your 
country is included in any of these programmes/provisions, or to learn how to get access if you 
don’t already have it, please visit: http://www.thecochranelibrary.com. 

 

If you would like to see a full list of Reviews published in the new issue of The Cochrane Library, or 
would like to request full access to the contents of The Library, please contact.  
 
Contact:  Polly Young 
Tel:  +44 (0)1243 770633 
Email:  pyoung@wiley.co.uk 
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