Understanding Bipolar Disorder
Bipolar Basics

Did you know…

· Bipolar disorder (also known as manic-depression) is a serious, lifelong medical condition. It affects more than 2 million people in the US.

· Bipolar disorder is a treatable illness. And when symptoms are under control, life can be much better.

· People with bipolar disorder can have mood swings, including depression (extreme lows) and mania (extreme highs).

· A period of mania or depression is called an episode. Individuals may experience episodes of depression or mania throughout life. Without treatment, most people experience more frequent episodes.

· Episodes may be separated by long periods with few or no symptoms. To help keep bipolar disorder under control, medicine is often taken even when few or no symptoms are present.
Bipolar—Depression

· While most people feel sad or “down in the dumps” from time to time, people with bipolar disorder may have depression that is so severe they can’t function. They may not have the energy to get out of bed or to eat, despite pep talks from family and friends.

· Bipolar depression can come back again. Worst of all, a person with severe bipolar depression may begin to think of suicide.




Bipolar—Mania

· Mania is the other side of bipolar disorder.  Episodes of mania can range from mild to severe or even mixed.

· Mania can start with a pleasurable sense of high energy, creativity, and social ease.  Soon it may progress to extreme highs, agitation, and irritability. Increased irritability can lead to arguments with family members and friends. Some individuals may even become violent.

Bipolar—Hypomania

· Most of the symptoms of hypomania are the same as mania, but milder. A person may feel better than usual and may be more productive. But the “feel good” period can develop into full-blown mania or a crash to depression.

Bipolar—Mixed

· During mixed episodes, symptoms of mania and depression occur at the same time or flip-flop throughout the day. The combination of high energy and depression puts people with mixed episodes at a high risk of suicide.
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What is the risk of suicide?

· As many as 25% to 50% of people with bipolar disorder attempt suicide during their lifetime.

· Bipolar disorder can lead to completed suicide in nearly one in five cases.

· People with bipolar disorder who misuse alcohol and drugs have an increased risk of suicide.

· Most suicide attempts occur during depressive or mixed episodes in people with

· bipolar disorder.

If you are thinking about suicide, call 911 to get help immediately before you act on those thoughts.

What are the symptoms of bipolar disorder?

If you have bipolar disorder, you may recognize many of the symptoms below. Not everyone has exactly the same symptoms. Talk with your doctor about your symptoms at each visit.

Depression symptoms

· Feeling sad or blue, or “down in the dumps”

· Loss of interest in things you used to enjoy,

· including sex

· Feeling worthless, hopeless, or guilty

· Sleeping too little or too much

· Changes in weight or appetite

· Feeling tired or having little or no energy

· Feeling restless

· Problems concentrating or making decisions

· Thoughts of death or suicide

Mania symptoms

· Increased energy level

· Less need for sleep

· Racing thoughts or mind jumps around

· Easily distracted

· More talkative than usual or feeling pressure to keep talking

· More self-confident than usual

· Focused on getting things done, but often completing little

· Risky or unusual activities to the extreme, even if it’s likely bad things will happen




“It is difficult to get a diagnosis. I think people go to the doctor and say ‘I’m depressed’ and they don’t go to the doctor and say ‘I’m drinking too much’ or ‘I just spent a thousand dollars on new clothes that I don’t have any way to pay for.’ Or they don’t tell the doctor the embarrassing things. I think people really go into the doctor and complain about depression. They don’t complain about the other things and so getting that diagnosis that

recognizes these things is difficult.”

Leslie, 31 year old with bipolar disorder.

“‘My life was out of control‘ are really the best words, I guess, high and low, not in the middle very much, never comfortable, deep, dark black depression, highs that were just out of control.  I destroyed the best friendships of my life through the course of this, folks who I would give anything to have in my life right now.”

Stuart, 40-50 year old with bipolar disorder
Here are some behaviors that may be seen in people with bipolar disorder. Please note some of these behaviors may also indicate a different problem, so proper diagnosis is important.

· Agitation

· Alcohol or drug abuse

· Irritability

· Excessive gambling

· Violence

· Poor judgment with decisions

· Careless spending, buying sprees

· Talking about hurting oneself

· 
Risky sex or change in sexual pattern

· Impulsive financial investments

· More arguments

· Change in energy level, appetite, or sleep

· Relationship problems at home or work

· Mounting debt

· Legal/criminal issues

Q & A

How serious is bipolar disorder?

Bipolar disorder is a serious, lifelong condition.  It can disrupt work, school, family life, and social life. It can also lead to suicide in nearly one in five cases. The good news is that bipolar disorder is treatable.

A small percentage of people with bipolar disorder may experience symptoms of psychosis during more severe episodes. These symptoms may include:

· Hearing voices or seeing things that are not real (hallucinations)

· Believing things that are not real (delusions)

· Being out of touch with reality
Isn’t bipolar disorder just like major depression?

No. Bipolar disorder has the potential for both depressive and manic episodes. Most people with bipolar disorder seek treatment for depression. Because the symptoms of depression in bipolar disorder are the same as major depression, it can be difficult to tell the difference. Patients and family members tend to focus on current symptoms of depression. They may not report or recognize past symptoms of hypomania or mania that are clues that the problem may be bipolar disorder.

Who is affected?

Bipolar disorder can affect anyone. It doesn’t matter who you are or what you do.

· Bipolar disorder usually appears in late teens or early adulthood, but children and older adults may also be affected.

· Men and women are affected equally. However, men are more likely to first learn they have bipolar disorder because of a manic episode.

Women often first experience bipolar disorder as an episode of depression. Depression may worsen right after childbirth.

How is bipolar disorder treated?

Most people with bipolar disorder can improve with treatment. Your doctor can help determine the treatment that’s right for you.

· Medicine is necessary for most patients in the treatment of bipolar disorder.

1. Mood stabilizers: to relieve current symptoms and/or prevent them from coming back

2. Antipsychotics: for symptoms of psychosis that can occur with severe mood episodes

3. Antidepressants: for symptoms of depression

· Psychotherapy helps patients and families learn how to live daily with bipolar disorder.

· Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) may be an option in some severe cases of bipolar disorder.  

· Self-care includes the things you can do for yourself.

How can I help myself?

Partner with your doctor and/or therapist to get the best care possible. Practice self-care:

· Take your medicine as prescribed by your doctor even when you feel good

· Learn about your condition

· Recognize things that may trigger an episode

· Track your symptoms

· Take advantage of support groups

· Ask your doctor or therapist for a list of resources and support groups in your area


