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Are SNRIs More Effective than
SSRIs? A Review of the Curent

State of the Contoversy
By MichakE. ThaseMD
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| NTRODUCT ION

Within 5 years of the introduction of fluoxetine in late 1987, the selective
serotonin reuptake inhibitor (SSRI) class of antidepressants had supplanted the
tricyclic antidepressants (TCA) as the first-line pharmacotherapy for major
depressive disorder throughout much of the industrialized world. There is no
doubt that pharmaceutical marketing played a large role in the rapid ascendance

of the SSRI class (i.e., the TCAs were no longer patented drugs and, as such,
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were not marketed, whereas the SSRIs were vigorously promoted).
Nevertheless, the SSRIs had a number of real advantages over the
TCAs, including being easier to prescribe, better tolerated, and much
safer in overdose." Aside from cost, which is no longer an issue with the
availability of generic formulations for most of the SSRIs, another
potential advantage for the TCAs was greater efficacy in severe depres-
sion (see, for example, the early review by Potter et al.?). However, even
these data were inconsistent, with the only clear differences emerging
from studies of hospitalized patients utilizing tertiary amine TCAs such
as amitriptyline and clomipramine.** In retrospect, given the high
prevalence of untreated depression in the early 1990s and the real lim-
itations of the TCAs (i.e., common side effects and potential lethality
in overdose), the remarkable commercial success of the SSRIs is not so
surprising.

Other mediations introduced in the 1980s and 1990s offered selected
advantages in companson to the SSRIs. For example, bupropion, mir-
tazapine, nefazodone, and—outside of the United States—moclobemide
were associated with lower rates of sexual dysfunction, with mirtazap-  gg

ine and nefazodone also offering more rapid relief of insomnia (see, for  Thase
example, Ref. 1). Among these medications, however, only bupropion
has gained widespread use in the United States and that, in part, reflects
the fact that it is commonly used as an adjunct or add-on therapy with
SSRIs. Moreover, there was less evidence to suggest that any of these
medications were more effective for treatment of depressed outpatients.

An alternate strategy for drug development focused on the so-called
dual reuptake inhibitor hypothesis as a means to improve upon the effi-
cacy profile of the SSRIs. Interest in drugs that inhibited reuptake of both
serotonin and norepinephrne was fueled in part by the findings of the
inpatient studies conducted by the Danish University Antidepressant
Group (DUAG), in which clomipramine—the only TCA that is a strong
inhibitor of serotonin reuptake—was significantly more effective than
both citalopram’® and paroxetine.® There was also evidence from both
animal” and human® studies to suggest that combining fluoxetine and
desipramine (a TCA that has strong effect on norepinephrine reuptake)
could yield additive effects at both neurochemical and clinical levels.
Several pharmaceutical companies therefore focused on development of
selective serotonin norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRIs), with
the aim of introducing antidepressants that conveyed the efficacy advan-
tage of clomipramine while offering a side effect profile more compara-
ble to an SSRI.

The first SNRI, an immediate release (IR) formulation of venlafaxine,
was introduced in the United States in 1994, and the SNRI class now
includes a more widely used extended release (ER) formulation of
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venlafaxine and the recently introduced metabolite drug, desvenlafaxine
succinate, as well as two structurally unrelated compounds: milnacipran
and duloxetine. Although milnacipran is not available in the United
States, it is one of the leading antidepressants in Japan and is available
in a number of European countries. This article will examine the evi-
dence from comparative studies testing the hypothesis that SNRI ther-
apy has greater antidepressant efficacy than SSRI, as represented by
higher response and remission rates. The article has two sections: the
first summarizes the methodological and statistical issues that impact
on the assessment of antidepressant effects and the second reviews the
evidence for—and against—the hypothesis that SNRIs are more effec-
tive than SSRIs.
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