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Psychiatric Medication Cheat
Sheet

Understanding the
Psychiatric
Medication Cheat
Sheet: A Practical
Reference Guide

Navigating  the  world  of  mental  health
treatment  can  feel  overwhelming,

especially when faced with a long list of
medication names, dosages, and potential
side effects.  For patients,  caregivers,  and
even healthcare  professionals,  having a
clear, concise reference is invaluable. This
is  where  a  psychiatric  medication
cheat sheet becomes an essential tool.
Far from encouraging shortcuts in medical
treatment,  a  well-crafted  cheat  sheet
serves  as  a  quick-reference  guide  to
c o m m o n  m e d i c a t i o n s ,  t h e i r



classifications,  primary  uses,  and
important safety information. This article
provides  a  comprehensive  overview
designed  to  help  you  understand  the
l a n d s c a p e  o f  p s y c h i a t r i c
pharmacotherapy while respecting that all
medical  decisions  must  be  made  in
consultation  with  a  qualified  healthcare
provider.

What Is a Psychiatric
Medication Cheat
Sheet?

A psychiatric medication cheat sheet is a
structured  summary  that  organizes  key
information  about  medications  used  to
treat mental health disorders. It is not a

substitute  for  comprehensive  medical
education  or  professional  judgment.
Instead,  it  acts  as  a  memory  aid—a
snapshot of essential facts such as drug
class,  mechanism  of  action,  typical
dosages,  common  side  effects,  and
notable  drug  interactions.  These  sheets
are  used  by  medical  students,  nurses,
psychiatrists, and increasingly by patients
w h o  w a n t  t o  b e  m o r e  i n f o r m e d
participants  in  their  own  care.

The purpose of a psychiatric medication
cheat  sheet  is  to  simplify  complex
information  without  losing  accuracy.  It
helps  users  quickly  differentiate  between
an SSRI and an SNRI, understand why a
particular  antipsychotic  is  chosen,  or
recall  which medications require regular
blood monitoring. By organizing data in a
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digestible format,  these sheets promote
safer medication management and better
communication  between  patients  and
providers.

Common Classes of
Psychiatric
Medications

Psychiatric medications are grouped into
classes based on their chemical structure
and  how  they  affect  brain  chemistry.
Understanding  these  classes  is  the
foundation  of  any  good  psychiatric
medication  cheat  sheet.  Below  are  the
major categories you are most likely to
encounter.

Antidepressants

Antidepressants  are  primarily  used  to
treat major depressive disorder,  anxiety
disorders,  and  certain  chronic  pain
conditions.  They  work  by  influencing
neurotransmitters  l ike  serotonin,
norepinephrine,  and  dopamine.  Key
subclasses  include:

Selective Serotonin Reuptake
Inhibitors (SSRIs): These are
often first-line treatments due to
their favorable side effect profile.
Common examples include
fluoxetine (Prozac), sertraline
(Zoloft), and escitalopram
(Lexapro). They work by increasing
serotonin levels in the brain.
Serotonin-Norepinephrine



Reuptake Inhibitors (SNRIs):
These target both serotonin and
norepinephrine. Examples include
venlafaxine (Effexor XR) and
duloxetine (Cymbalta). They are
frequently used for depression with
co-occurring anxiety or neuropathic
pain.
Atypical Antidepressants: This
group includes medications like
bupropion (Wellbutrin), which
affects norepinephrine and
dopamine, and mirtazapine
(Remeron), which works through
different receptor systems.
Bupropion is notable for having
minimal sexual side effects.
Tricyclic Antidepressants (TCAs)
and Monoamine Oxidase
Inhibitors (MAOIs): These older

classes are still used for treatment-
resistant depression but require
careful monitoring due to side
effects and dietary restrictions.

Antipsychotics

Antipsychotics  are  used  to  manage
psychosis, bipolar mania, and sometimes
as  adjuncts  for  treatment-resistant
depression.  They  are  divided  into  two
main groups:

First-Generation (Typical)
Antipsychotics: Examples include
haloperidol (Haldol) and
chlorpromazine (Thorazine). They
primarily block dopamine D2
receptors and are effective but
carry a higher risk of movement
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disorders.
Second-Generation (Atypical)
Antipsychotics: These include
aripiprazole (Abilify), olanzapine
(Zyprexa), quetiapine (Seroquel),
and risperidone (Risperdal). They
affect both dopamine and serotonin
receptors, resulting in a lower risk
of movement side effects but a
higher risk of metabolic changes
like weight gain and diabetes.

Mood Stabilizers

Mood  stabil izers  are  cornerstone
treatments for bipolar disorder. They help
prevent  both  manic  and  depressive
episodes.  Key  medications  include:

Lithium: The gold standard for

bipolar disorder, lithium requires
regular blood level monitoring due
to a narrow therapeutic window. It
is highly effective for preventing
relapse.
Valproate (Depakote): Often
used for acute mania, valproate
also requires blood monitoring and
is associated with weight gain and
liver enzyme changes.
Lamotrigine (Lamictal): More
effective for preventing depressive
episodes in bipolar disorder,
lamotrigine requires slow dose
titration to reduce the risk of a
serious rash called Stevens-Johnson
syndrome.
Carbamazepine (Tegretol): An
alternative mood stabilizer with
significant drug interactions due to



liver enzyme induction.

Anxiolytics and Sedative-
Hypnotics

These medications are used for  anxiety
and  insomnia.  They  are  generally
intended for short-term use due to risks of
tolerance, dependence, and withdrawal.

Benzodiazepines: Examples
include alprazolam (Xanax),
lorazepam (Ativan), and
clonazepam (Klonopin). They
enhance GABA activity, producing
calming effects. They are effective
but carry a high potential for
dependence.
Non-Benzodiazepine Hypnotics:
Medications like zolpidem (Ambien)

and eszopiclone (Lunesta) are used
for insomnia. They are chemically
different from benzodiazepines but
affect similar receptors.
Buspirone (Buspar): A unique
anxiolytic that works on serotonin
receptors. It does not cause
sedation or dependence but takes
several weeks to become effective.

Stimulants and Non-Stimulants
for ADHD

These  medications  improve  focus  and
i m p u l s e  c o n t r o l  i n  a t t e n t i o n -
deficit/hyperactivity  disorder.

Stimulants: Include
methylphenidate (Ritalin, Concerta)
and amphetamine salts (Adderall,
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Vyvanse). They are first-line
treatments and work by increasing
dopamine and norepinephrine. They
have a risk of abuse and require
careful monitoring.
Non-Stimulants: Atomoxetine
(Strattera) and guanfacine (Intuniv)
are alternatives for patients who do
not tolerate stimulants or have a
history of substance abuse. They
take longer to show effects.

Key Insights for Your
Psychiatric
Medication Cheat

Sheet

When building or studying a psychiatric
medication cheat sheet, there are several
critical  data  points  that  should  be
included  for  every  medication.  These
ensure the sheet is both useful and safe.

Mechanism of Action

Understanding  how a  medication  works
helps  predict  its  effects  and  side  effects.
For example, SSRIs block the reuptake of
serotonin,  which  explains  both  their
antidepressant  effect  and  common  side
effects  like  sexual  dysfunction  and
gastrointestinal  issues.  A  cheat  sheet
shou ld  prov ide  a  one-sentence
explanation of the primary mechanism.



Common Indications

List the primary FDA-approved uses and
common  off-label  uses.  For  instance,
quetiapine  (Seroquel)  is  approved  for
schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and as an
adjunct for depression, but at low doses it
is  often  used  off-label  for  insomnia.
Knowing  these  distinctions  helps  avoid
confusion.

Dosing and Titration

A  cheat  sheet  should  include  typical
starting doses, dose ranges, and titration
schedules. For example, lamotrigine must
be  started  at  a  very  low dose  (25  mg
daily)  and  increased  slowly  every  two
weeks.  Missing this detail  could lead to
serious adverse effects.

Side Effects and Monitoring

Side  effect  profiles  are  one  of  the  most
important  parts  of  a  psychiatr ic
medication cheat sheet. Include common
side effects, serious but rare side effects,
and required monitoring. For example:

SSRIs: Nausea, headache, sexual
dysfunction, serotonin syndrome
(rare).
Atypical Antipsychotics: Weight
gain, metabolic syndrome, QTc
prolongation, tardive dyskinesia
(less common than typicals).
Baseline and periodic metabolic
panels are essential.
Lithium: Polyuria, polydipsia,
tremor, hypothyroidism, renal
impairment. Requires serum levels,
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renal function, and thyroid function
tests every 3–6 months.
Stimulants: Decreased appetite,
insomnia, increased heart rate and
blood pressure. Requires baseline
EKG in at-risk patients.

Drug Interactions

Psychiatric  medications  are  often
prescribed  alongside  other  drugs,  and
interactions are common. A cheat sheet
should  highlight  major  interactions.  For
example, MAOIs cannot be combined with
SSRIs  due  to  the  risk  of  hypertensive
crisis.  Carbamazepine  induces  liver
enzymes and reduces the effectiveness of
oral contraceptives. Being aware of these
interactions enhances patient safety.

Using a Psychiatric
Medication Cheat
Sheet Effectively

To get the most value from a psychiatric
medication  cheat  sheet,  it  helps  to
approach it  with  the  right  mindset  and
strategies.

Personalize Your Reference

A generic cheat sheet is a starting point.
Patients and caregivers should work with
their  provider  to  create  a  personalized
version that includes specific medications,
dosages,  and  monitoring  schedules.
Highlighting  the  medications  that  are
most relevant to you reduces information



overload and increases practical utility.

Use It as a Communication Tool

One  of  the  best  uses  of  a  psychiatric
medication  cheat  sheet  is  to  facilitate
better conversations with your healthcare
team.  Bring  it  to  appointments  to  ask
informed questions: I see my medication
is  an  SNRI.  How does  that  differ  from an
SSRI?  or  My  cheat  sheet  says  this
medication can cause weight gain. What
can we do to monitor that? This proactive
approach  improves  shared  decision-
making.

Keep It Updated

Medication  information  evolves  as  new
research  emerges  and  new  drugs  are

approved.  Review  your  cheat  sheet
regularly  and  update  it  based  on  the
latest  guidelines  from  sources  like  the
American Psychiatric Association or your
healthcare  provider.  A  year-old  cheat
sheet  may  contain  outdated  dosing
information  or  miss  important  safety
warnings.

Respect Its Limitations

No  cheat  sheet  can  capture  the  full
c o m p l e x i t y  o f  p s y c h i a t r i c
pharmacotherapy.  Individual  patient
factors—genetics,  comorbidities,
concurrent  medications,  lifestyle—all
influence  how  a  medication  works.  The
cheat sheet is a map, not the territory.
Always defer to your prescribing clinician
for personalized advice.
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Ethical and Practical
Considerations

The term psychiatric medication cheat
sheet  might  raise  concerns  about
oversimplification.  It  is  important  to
emphasize  that  these  resources  are
meant  to  suppor t ,  no t  rep lace ,
professional  judgment.  For  medical
students and trainees, cheat sheets help
memorize core facts  during exams,  but
clinical  decision-making  requires  deeper
understanding.  For  patients,  a  cheat
sheet  promotes  health  literacy  and
empowerment, but it must never be used
to  self-prescribe  or  alter  treatment
without  guidance.

Additionally,  privacy  and  security  are

relevant.  If  you  create  a  digital  cheat
sheet,  ensure  it  is  stored  securely,
especially  if  it  contains  personal  health
information. For healthcare professionals,
sharing a cheat sheet with patients can
be  a  wonderful  educational  tool,  but  it
should be accompanied by a discussion
about its proper use.

Building Your Own
Psychiatric
Medication Cheat
Sheet

If  you  are  a  student  or  a  professional
looking to create your own cheat sheet,
consider  organizing  it  by  drug  class  first,
then  by  individual  agents.  Use  a  table



format in your notes, but for this article
we  focus  on  logical  grouping.  Include
columns or sections for:

Drug Name (Generic and
Common Brand)
Class and Mechanism of Action
Primary Indications
Starting Dose and Titration
Key Side Effects and Monitoring

Important Interactions and
Contraindications

Start with the most commonly prescribed
med ica t i ons  i n  each  c lass .  Fo r
antidepressants, that includes sertraline,
escitalopram,  and  bupropion.  For
antipsychotics,  consider aripiprazole and
quetiap


