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Prozac, used by 40m people,
does not work say scientists

Analysis of unseen trials and other data concludes it is no better than placebo

Sarah Boseley Health editor

Prozac, the bestselling antidepressant
taken by 40 million people worldwide,
does not work and nor do similar drugs
in the same class, according to a major
review released today.

The study examined all available data
on the drugs, including results from clini-
cal trials that the manufacturers chose not
topublish at the time. The trials compared
the effect on patients taking the drugs
with those given a placebo or sugar pill.

When all the data was pulled together,
it appeared that patients had improved
— but those on placebo improved just as
much as those on the drugs.

The only exception is in the most
severely depressed patients, according to
the authors — Prof Irving Kirsch from the
department of psychology at Hull Univer-
sity and colleagues in the US and Canada.
But that is probably because the placebo
stopped working so well, they say, rather
than the drugs having worked better.

“Given these results, there seems lit-
tle reason to prescribe antidepressant

medication to any but the most severely
depressed patients, unless alternative
treatments have failed,” says Kirsch. “This
study raises serious issues that need to be
addressed surrounding druglicensingand
how drug trial data is reported.”

The paper, published today in the
journal PLoS (Public Library of Science)
Medicine, is likely to have a significant
impact on the prescribing of the drugs.
The National Institute for Health and
Clinical Excellence (Nice) already recom-
mends that counselling should be tried
before doctors prescribe antidepressants.
Kirsch, who was one of the consultants
for the guidelines, says the new analy-
sis “would suggest that the prescription
of antidepressant medications might be
restricted even more”.

Thereview breaks new ground because
Kirsch and his colleagues have obtained
for the first time what they believeisafull
set of trial data for four antidepressants.

Theyrequested the full dataunder free-
dom of information rules from the Food
and Drug Administration, which licenses
medicines in the US and requires all data
when it makes a decision.

The pattern they saw from the trial
results of fluoxetine (Prozac), paroxet-
ine (Seroxat), venlafaxine (Effexor) and
nefazodone (Serzone) was consistent.
“Using complete data sets (including
unpublished data) and a substantially
larger data set of this type than has been
previously reported, we find the overall
effect of new-generation antidepressant
medication is below recommended crite-
ria for clinical significance,” they write.

Two more frequently prescribed anti-
depressants were omitted from the study
because scientists were unable to obtain
all the data.

Concerns have been raised in recent
years about the side-effects of this class of
antidepressant. Evidence that they could
prompt some young people to consider
suicide led to a warning to doctors not to
prescribe them for the under-18s — with
the exception of Prozac, which was con-
sidered more effective than the rest.

In adults, however, the depression-
beatingbenefits were thought to outweigh
therisks. Sinceitslaunchinthe USin1988,
some 40 million people have taken Prozac,
earning tens of billions of dollars for the

manufacturer, Eli Lilly. Although the pat-
entlapsedin2001, fluoxetine continues to
make the company money — it is now the
activeingredient in Sarafem, a pill sold by
Lilly for premenstrual syndrome.

Eli Lilly was defiant last night. “Exten-
sive scientific and medical experience
has demonstrated that fluoxetine is an
effective antidepressant,” it said in a
statement. “Since its discovery in 1972,
fluoxetine has become one of the world’s
most-studied medicines. Lilly is proud of
the difference fluoxetine has made to mil-
lions of people living with depression.”

A spokesman for GlaxoSmithKline,
which makes Seroxat, said the authors
had failed to acknowledge the “very posi-
tive” benefits of the treatment and their
conclusions were “at odds with what has
been seen in actual clinical practice”.

Headded: “Thisanalysis hasonly exam-
ined a small subset of the total data avail-
able while regulatory bodies around the
world have conducted extensive reviews
and evaluations of all the data available,
and this one study should not be used to
cause unnecessary alarm and concern for
patients.”

PHOTOGRAPH: ALAMY

Nancy Banks-Smith
Portillo on Thatcher or
‘How [ Missed Bec
Leader By
A Whisker’

TV Review,

oming

Obama camp
claims smear
over turban
photograph

Ewen MacAskill Washington

Barack Obama’s campaign team accused
Hillary Clinton’s beleaguered staff
yesterday of mounting a dirty tricks
operation by circulating a picture of him
in African dress, feeding into false claims
on US websites that he is a Muslim.

David Plouffe, Obama’s campaign
manager, described it as “the most shame-
ful, offensive fear-mongering we’ve
seen from either party in this election”.
Obama has spent much of the campaign
emphasising heisa Christian nota Muslim
and did not study at a madrasa.

Aides for Clinton, whois fighting alast-
ditchbattle tokeep her hopes of the White
Housealive, initially tried to brush off the
furore, but later denied havinganything to
do with the distribution of the picture.

“Ijust want tomakeit very clear that we
were not aware of it, the campaign didn’t
sanctionitand don’t know anythingabout
it,” Clinton spokesman Howard Wolfson
told reporters. “None of us have seen the
email in question.”

Obama and Clinton next go to the polls
in the Texas and Ohio primaries next
week. If Clintonloses either, herbid for the
Democratic nomination could be over.

The picture showing Obama in a tur-
ban during a visit to Kenya in 2006 first
appeared on the Drudge Report website
yesterday. Thesite said it was circulated by
Clinton’s staffers and quoted one saying:
“Wouldn’t we be seeing this on the cover
of every magazine if it were [Clinton]?”

The picture was taken when Obama
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