


http://www.dummies.com
http://www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/bipolardisorder
http://www.dummies.com
http://www.dummies.com
http://www.dummies.com
http://www.dummies.com
http://www.dummies.com


by Candida Fink, MD, and Joe Kraynak

Bipolar 
Disorder

FOR 
DUMmIES

‰

2ND EDITION



Bipolar Disorder For Dummies®, 2nd Edition
Published by 
John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
111 River St. 
Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774 
www.wiley.com

Copyright © 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey
Published simultaneously in Canada
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or 
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except as permit-
ted under Sections 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without the prior written permis-
sion of the Publisher. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions 
Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-
6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.
Trademarks: Wiley, the Wiley logo, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, A Reference for the Rest of Us!, 
The Dummies Way, Dummies Daily, The Fun and Easy Way, Dummies.com, Making Everything Easier, 
and related trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc., and/or its 
affiliates in the United States and other countries, and may not be used without written permission. All 
other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc., is not associated 
with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

LIMIT OF LIABILITY/DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY: THE CONTENTS OF THIS WORK ARE INTENDED 
TO FURTHER GENERAL SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH, UNDERSTANDING, AND DISCUSSION ONLY AND 
ARE NOT INTENDED AND SHOULD NOT BE RELIED UPON AS RECOMMENDING OR PROMOTING A 
SPECIFIC METHOD, DIAGNOSIS, OR TREATMENT BY PHYSICIANS FOR ANY PARTICULAR PATIENT. 
THE PUBLISHER AND THE AUTHOR MAKE NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES WITH RESPECT 
TO THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETENESS OF THE CONTENTS OF THIS WORK AND SPECIFICALLY 
DISCLAIM ALL WARRANTIES, INCLUDING WITHOUT LIMITATION ANY IMPLIED WARRANTIES 
OF FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. IN VIEW OF ONGOING RESEARCH, EQUIPMENT 
MODIFICATIONS, CHANGES IN GOVERNMENTAL REGULATIONS, AND THE CONSTANT FLOW OF 
INFORMATION RELATING TO THE USE OF MEDICINES, EQUIPMENT, AND DEVICES, THE READER 
IS URGED TO REVIEW AND EVALUATE THE INFORMATION PROVIDED IN THE PACKAGE INSERT 
OR INSTRUCTIONS FOR EACH MEDICINE, EQUIPMENT, OR DEVICE FOR, AMONG OTHER THINGS, 
ANY CHANGES IN THE INSTRUCTIONS OR INDICATION OF USAGE AND FOR ADDED WARNINGS 
AND PRECAUTIONS. READERS SHOULD CONSULT WITH A SPECIALIST WHERE APPROPRIATE. THE 
FACT THAT AN ORGANIZATION OR WEBSITE IS REFERRED TO IN THIS WORK AS A CITATION AND/
OR A POTENTIAL SOURCE OF FURTHER INFORMATION DOES NOT MEAN THAT THE AUTHOR OR 
THE PUBLISHER ENDORSES THE INFORMATION THE ORGANIZATION OR WEBSITE MAY PROVIDE 
OR RECOMMENDATIONS IT MAY MAKE. FURTHER, READERS SHOULD BE AWARE THAT INTERNET 
WEBSITES LISTED IN THIS WORK MAY HAVE CHANGED OR DISAPPEARED BETWEEN WHEN THIS 
WORK WAS WRITTEN AND WHEN IT IS READ. NO WARRANTY MAY BE CREATED OR EXTENDED BY 
ANY PROMOTIONAL STATEMENTS FOR THIS WORK. NEITHER THE PUBLISHER NOR THE AUTHOR 
SHALL BE LIABLE FOR ANY DAMAGES ARISING HEREFROM.

For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care 
Department within the U.S. at 877-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002.
For technical support, please visit www.wiley.com/techsupport.
Wiley publishes in a variety of print and electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some material 
included with standard print versions of this book may not be included in e-books or in print-on-demand. 
If this book refers to media such as a CD or DVD that is not included in the version you purchased, you 
may download this material at http://booksupport.wiley.com. For more information about Wiley 
products, visit www.wiley.com.
Library of Congress Control Number: 2012949142
ISBN 978-1-118-33882-7 (pbk); ISBN 978-1-118-43201-3 (ebk); ISBN 978-1-118-43203-7 (ebk);  
ISBN 978-1-118-43205-1 (ebk)
Manufactured in the United States of America
10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

http://www.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.wiley.com/techsupport
http://booksupport.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com


About the Authors
Candida Fink, MD (New Rochelle, New York), is a board-certified adult, 
child, and adolescent psychiatrist in private practice in the New York 
area. Dr. Fink graduated from Boston University Medical School and 
did her postgraduate training through Harvard Medical School. She has 
worked extensively with children and adults with complicated psychiatric 
illnesses. Mood disorders, especially the diagnostic and treatment questions 
surrounding bipolar disorder in children, comprise much of her current 
practice. She also consults frequently with schools and other institutions 
regarding developmental and psychiatric issues. Dr. Fink grew up with mood 
disorders in her family, so she has seen them from every angle and knows 
the importance of mobilizing the family as a part of any successful treatment. 
She previously coauthored the first edition of Bipolar Disorder For Dummies 
(Wiley) and, with Judith Lederman, The Ups and Downs of Raising a Bipolar 
Child: A Survival Guide for Parents (Fireside). She frequently writes and 
speaks on bipolar disorder in children.

Joe Kraynak, MA (Crawfordsville, Indiana), is a freelance writer who has 
written and coauthored dozens of books on topics ranging from slam poetry 
to personal computers. Joe received his degree in bipolar disorder from the 
College of Hard Knocks. On December 10, 1999, Joe’s wife, Cecie, a Spanish 
teacher at the time, was diagnosed with bipolar disorder. Since that day, 
they have bounced around to a half dozen doctors and even more therapists, 
broken in a few young marriage counselors, survived several changes in 
health insurance coverage, attended dozens of support group meetings, 
started a NAMI support group, and endured the career changes and financial 
hardships that often accompany bipolar disorder. In this book, Joe offers his 
experience and insight from a family member’s perspective.



Dedication
To my daughters, Julia and Jessica, who never cease to amaze me with their 
boundless love, generosity of spirit, and insights. They lift me to new places 
every day. — Candida

To my wife, Cecie, whose zest for life and genuine interest in the lives of 
others engage and inspire everyone she touches. — Joe

Authors’ Acknowledgments
Although we wrote this book, dozens of other talented individuals 
contributed to its conception, development, and shine. Special thanks goes 
to Michael Lewis, who chose us to author this book. Jenny Larner Brown, 
project editor, deserves a round of applause for acting as the choreographer —  
developing chapters, shepherding the text and illustrations through 
production, making sure any technical issues were properly addressed, 
and serving as unofficial quality control manager. Thanks also to Amanda 
Langferman, our copy editor, who read through everything — forward and 
backward — to identify and obliterate our many grammatical goofs and 
typos. We also tip our hats to the folks in Composition Services at Wiley for 
doing such an outstanding job of transforming a loose collection of text and 
figures into such an attractive volume.

We owe special thanks to our technical editors for ferreting out technical 
errors in the manuscript and helping guide its content:

Gregory Simon MD MPH, Senior Scientific Investigator at 
the Group Health Research Institute; Research Professor 
for Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at the University of 
Washington; staff psychiatrist at Group Health Cooperative 
Behavioral Health Services; and chair of the Scientific Advisory 
Board of the Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance

Nick Stafford, Vice Chair of Bipolar UK and clinical psychiatrist 
with a special interest in bipolar disorder

And we thank our agent, Faith Hamlin, of Sanford J. Greenburger Associates, 
Inc., for managing the contract negotiations so we could focus on writing this 
book instead of all the legal stuff.



We would also like to thank all the people with bipolar disorder and their 
family members and friends whom we’ve met along the way, especially those 
who contributed their Bipolar Bios:

Andy Behrman (www.electroboy.com), author of Electroboy: 
A Memoir of Mania

Natalie Jeanne Champagne (www.thethirdsunrise.com), 
author of The Third Sunrise: A Memoir of Madness

Matthew Durand, a young man living with bipolar since 
childhood who wanted to share his experience to bring hope 
to others

Janine Crowley Haynes, author of My Kind of Crazy: Living in a 
Bipolar World

Cinda Johnson (www.lineacinda.com), coauthor of Perfect 
Chaos: A Daughter’s Journey to Survive Bipolar, a Mother’s 
Struggle to Save Her

Linea Johnson (www.lineacinda.com), coauthor of Perfect 
Chaos: A Daughter’s Journey to Survive Bipolar, a Mother’s 
Struggle to Save Her

Cecie Kraynak (www.ceciekraynak.com), teacher and 
author of Spanish Grammar For Dummies

Stacy Pershall (www.stacypershall.com), author of Loud in 
the House of Myself: Memoir of a Strange Girl

Helena Smole (www.helenasmole.com), author of Balancing 
the Beast: A Bright View of Schizoaffective Disorder — Bipolar or 
Manic-Depressive Type

Chato Stewart, husband, father, and mental health advocate 
and cartoonist for MentalHealthHumor.com

Wendy K. Williamson (www.wendykwilliamson.com), 
author of I’m Not Crazy Just Bipolar

Without these brave souls, along with their stories, their struggles, and 
their achievements, this book wouldn’t be possible. Finally, we acknowledge 
nonprofit organizations, including the Depression and Bipolar Support 
Alliance (DBSA) and the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), for their 
valuable contributions and continued dedication to educating, supporting, 
and advocating for all those in the bipolar community.

http://www.electroboy.com
http://www.thethirdsunrise.com
http://www.lineacinda.com
http://www.lineacinda.com
http://www.ceciekraynak.com
http://www.stacypershall.com
http://www.helenasmole.com
http://blogs.psychcentral.com/humor/
http://www.wendykwilliamson.com


Publisher’s Acknowledgments
We’re proud of this book; please send us your comments at http://dummies.custhelp.com. 
For other comments, please contact our Customer Care Department within the U.S. at 877-762-2974, 
outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002.
Some of the people who helped bring this book to market include the following:

Acquisitions, Editorial, and Vertical 
Websites

Project Editor: Jenny Larner Brown 
(Previous Edition: Christina Guthrie)

Acquisitions Editor: Mike Lewis
Copy Editor: Amanda Langferman
Assistant Editor: David Lutton
Editorial Program Coordinator: Joe Niesen
Technical Editors: Dr. Gregory Simon,  

Nicholas Stafford
Editorial Manager: Christine Meloy Beck
Editorial Assistant: Alexa Koschier
Art Coordinator: Alicia B. South
Cover Photos: © Helga / Alamy
Cartoons: Rich Tennant  

(www.the5thwave.com)

Composition Services

Project Coordinator: Katherine Crocker
Layout and Graphics: Jennifer Creasey,  

Joyce Haughey, Corrie Niehaus
Proofreaders: Lindsay Amones, Toni Settle
Indexer: Ty Koontz
Illustrator: Kathryn Born, M.A.
Special Help 

Caitlin Copple, Rachelle S. Amick,  
Alexa Koschier

Publishing and Editorial for Consumer Dummies

Kathleen Nebenhaus, Vice President and Executive Publisher
David Palmer, Associate Publisher
Kristin Ferguson-Wagstaffe, Product Development Director

Publishing for Technology Dummies

Andy Cummings, Vice President and Publisher
Composition Services

Debbie Stailey, Director of Composition Services

http://dummies.custhelp.com
http://www.the5thwave.com


Contents at a Glance
Introduction................................................................. 1

Part I: Getting to Know Bipolar Disorder........................ 9
Chapter 1: Understanding Bipolar Disorder: Diagnosis to Recovery........................ 11
Chapter 2: Demystifying Bipolar Disorder.................................................................... 25
Chapter 3: A Positive Prognosis with a Proactive Plan................................................ 45

Part II: Taming the Bipolar Beast................................ 55
Chapter 4: Getting Physical: Ruling Out Other Health Issues..................................... 57
Chapter 5: Getting a Psychiatric Evaluation and Treatment Plan.............................. 69
Chapter 6: Building a Winning Mood-Management Team........................................... 85

Part III: Managing Bipolar Disorder with Meds  
and Other Biological Treatments.................................. 99
Chapter 7: Touring the Bipolar Pharmacy................................................................... 101
Chapter 8: Coming to Terms with Medications and Their Side Effects................... 123
Chapter 9: Expanding Your Biological Treatment Options....................................... 139
Chapter 10: Treating Bipolar Disorder in Women  

and Other Specific Populations.................................................................................. 151

Part IV: Developing Essential Survival Skills............... 165
Chapter 11: Exploring Self-Help Strategies, Therapies, and Other Supports.......... 167
Chapter 12: Making Lifestyle Adjustments.................................................................. 181
Chapter 13: Communicating Effectively....................................................................... 197
Chapter 14: Solving Problems and Resolving Conflict............................................... 209
Chapter 15: Planning Ahead for a Mood Episode....................................................... 219

Part V: Dealing with the Fallout................................ 229
Chapter 16: From Hospitalization to Recovery........................................................... 231
Chapter 17: Getting Back to Work . . . Or Not............................................................. 245
Chapter 18: Overcoming Financial Setbacks............................................................... 257



Part VI: Assisting a Friend or Relative with  
Bipolar Disorder....................................................... 269
Chapter 19: Supporting Your Loved One.................................................................... 271
Chapter 20: Dealing with Crisis Situations.................................................................. 285
Chapter 21: Backing Your Bipolar Child or Teen........................................................ 301

Part VII: The Part of Tens.......................................... 325
Chapter 22: Ten Questions to Ask a Psychiatrist or Therapist................................ 327
Chapter 23: Ten Tips for Managing Bipolar................................................................ 333

Appendix: Glossary of Bipolar-Related Terms.............. 339

Index....................................................................... 347



Table of Contents
Introduction.................................................................. 1

About This Book............................................................................................... 1
Conventions Used in This Book...................................................................... 2
What You’re Not to Read................................................................................. 3
Foolish Assumptions........................................................................................ 3
How This Book Is Organized........................................................................... 4

Part I: Getting to Know Bipolar Disorder............................................. 4
Part II: Taming the Bipolar Beast.......................................................... 4
Part III: Managing Bipolar Disorder with Meds and  

Other Biological Treatments............................................................. 5
Part IV: Developing Essential Survival Skills....................................... 5
Part V: Dealing with the Fallout............................................................ 6
Part VI: Assisting a Friend or Relative with Bipolar Disorder........... 6
Part VII: The Part of Tens....................................................................... 6

Icons Used in This Book.................................................................................. 7
Where to Go from Here.................................................................................... 7

Part I: Getting to Know Bipolar Disorder......................... 9

Chapter 1: Understanding Bipolar Disorder: Diagnosis to Recovery  .  .  .  11
Riding the Bipolar Waves.............................................................................. 12

Seeking your elusive comfort level..................................................... 12
Crashing on the rocks.......................................................................... 13

Earning Your Bipolar Badge.......................................................................... 15
Deciding to get help.............................................................................. 15
Obtaining an accurate diagnosis........................................................ 16

Treating Bipolar Disorder Inside and Out................................................... 18
Treating the biological basis of bipolar............................................. 18
Battling bipolar with self-help plus other therapies and supports......19

Reclaiming Your Life: Recovery.................................................................... 20
Supporting a Friend or Relative with Bipolar Disorder............................. 21

Establishing the right frame of mind.................................................. 22
Taking action to help............................................................................ 22

Diagnosing and Treating a Child or Adolescent with Bipolar Disorder..... 23



Bipolar Disorder For Dummies, 2nd Edition x
Chapter 2: Demystifying Bipolar Disorder  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  25

Cracking Open the Diagnostic Manuals....................................................... 26
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders................... 26
International Classification of Diseases............................................. 26

Characteristics of Bipolar Disorder............................................................. 27
Major depressive episode.................................................................... 27
Manic episode....................................................................................... 28
Hypomanic episode.............................................................................. 29
Mixed episode or features................................................................... 29
Psychosis . . . sometimes..................................................................... 29

The Many Masks of Bipolar Disorder........................................................... 30
Bipolar I.................................................................................................. 31
Bipolar II................................................................................................. 31
Cyclothymic disorder........................................................................... 32
Substance-induced bipolar disorder.................................................. 32
Bipolar disorder associated with another medical condition........ 32
Bipolar NOS or NEC.............................................................................. 32
Rapid cycling......................................................................................... 33
Recognizing what bipolar is not......................................................... 33

Digging Up the Genetic Roots....................................................................... 35
Shaking the family tree......................................................................... 36
Susceptible, not predestined.............................................................. 37

Examining the Biochemistry of Bipolar....................................................... 37
Where in the brain is bipolar disorder?............................................. 38
What are neurotransmitters, anyway?............................................... 41
How can medications help?................................................................. 42

Recognizing Other Contributing Factors..................................................... 43

Chapter 3: A Positive Prognosis with a Proactive Plan .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  45
So, Doc, What’s the Prognosis?.................................................................... 45
Responding Proactively and Reactively to Bipolar Disorder................... 46

Reacting: Extinguishing the flames..................................................... 47
Proacting: Preventing flare-ups........................................................... 47

Recognizing the Components of an Effective Treatment Plan.................. 48
Medication and other biological remedies........................................ 49
Self-help and lifestyle choices............................................................. 51
Psychotherapies and other  

professional counseling................................................................... 52
Relationship and family support........................................................ 53
Continuity of care................................................................................. 54



xi Table of Contents

Part II: Taming the Bipolar Beast................................. 55

Chapter 4: Getting Physical: Ruling Out Other Health Issues .  .  .  .  .  .  .  57
Could It Be Something Else?.......................................................................... 58

Singing the body blues......................................................................... 58
Considering other culprits: Medication, alcohol, and  

other substances............................................................................... 60
Seeking Your Doctor’s Advice....................................................................... 61

What are your symptoms?................................................................... 62
When did your problem start?............................................................ 63
What makes your symptoms better or worse?................................. 64
What else should you tell the doc?.................................................... 64
Finally! Your physical exam................................................................. 65

Digging Deeper with Additional Tests and Procedures............................. 65
Medical tests that your doctor may order........................................ 65
Thyroid tests......................................................................................... 66
Other hormone tests............................................................................ 67

Receiving a Clean Bill of Health — Now What?........................................... 67

Chapter 5: Getting a Psychiatric Evaluation and Treatment Plan .  .  .  69
Finding Professional Help.............................................................................. 69

Ask your family doctor......................................................................... 70
Call your insurance company............................................................. 70
Pick your therapist’s brain.................................................................. 71
Go online................................................................................................ 71
Consult your support group................................................................ 72

What to Look for in a Psychiatrist................................................................ 72
What to Bring to Your First Meeting............................................................ 73

Why you (or others) think you need help......................................... 75
More symptom information, please!.................................................. 75
Medical history..................................................................................... 76
Family history........................................................................................ 77
List of legal and . . . yes . . . illegal drugs............................................ 78
Sleep log................................................................................................. 78

Arriving at a Diagnosis................................................................................... 79
Evaluating your symptoms.................................................................. 79
Considering other causes.................................................................... 80
Receiving the diagnosis....................................................................... 81
Gauging the severity of your illness................................................... 82

Responding to Your Diagnosis...................................................................... 82
Receiving Your Treatment Plan.................................................................... 83



Bipolar Disorder For Dummies, 2nd Edition xii
Chapter 6: Building a Winning Mood-Management Team .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  85

A Head Doctor for Diagnosis and Medication Management..................... 86
Diagnostician......................................................................................... 86
Medicine man (or woman).................................................................. 86
When having a psychiatrist isn’t an option....................................... 87

A Lifestyle Director: Highlighting the Therapist’s Roles........................... 88
Coach, trainer, and referee.................................................................. 88
Mood monitor....................................................................................... 89
Resident soundboard........................................................................... 89
Wellness manager................................................................................. 90
Referral service..................................................................................... 90
When having a therapist isn’t an option............................................ 90

Assembling Your Personal Support Staff: Family and Friends................. 91
Building a network based on trust..................................................... 91
Understanding their fears, anxieties, anger, and other emotions.... 92
Educating your supporters.................................................................. 92
Establishing your team’s level  

of involvement................................................................................... 94
Encouraging open communication..................................................... 95

Working as a Team......................................................................................... 96
Expanding Your Network through Local Support Groups........................ 97

Part III: Managing Bipolar Disorder with  
Meds and Other Biological Treatments.......................... 99

Chapter 7: Touring the Bipolar Pharmacy . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  101
Unlocking the Bipolar Medicine Cabinet................................................... 101

Lithium................................................................................................. 101
Anticonvulsants.................................................................................. 103
Antipsychotics.................................................................................... 104
Protein kinase C inhibitors................................................................ 107
Mood-boosting antidepressants....................................................... 107
Calming anxiolytics and sleep agents.............................................. 112

Bipolar Psychopharmacology..................................................................... 116
Selecting the best medications for you............................................ 117
Knowing what to expect.................................................................... 118
Testing for med levels and health issues........................................ 119
Mixing your pharmaceutical cocktail............................................... 120
Juggling meds for comorbid conditions.......................................... 121



xiii Table of Contents

Chapter 8: Coming to Terms with Medications  
and Their Side Effects  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  123

Facing Your Emotional Reactions.............................................................. 124
Examining objections to taking meds.............................................. 124
Accepting that your reluctance is normal....................................... 129

Performing a Cost-Benefit Analysis............................................................ 130
Alleviating Undesirable Side Effects........................................................... 132

Tweaking your doses and times....................................................... 132
Trying different meds in the same class.......................................... 133
Exploring other options..................................................................... 133
Dealing with specific side effects...................................................... 133

Switching, Reducing, and Stopping Meds.................................................. 136

Chapter 9: Expanding Your Biological Treatment Options .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  139
Treating Your Moods to Supplements....................................................... 139

Fishing for a cure: Omega-3 fatty acids............................................ 140
Pumping up your brain with vitamins and minerals...................... 141
Investigating herbs and other supplements.................................... 143
Assessing the safety of all-natural ingredients............................... 145

Treating Depression with Light Therapy.................................................. 146
Stimulating Your Brain with Electricity and Magnetism......................... 147

Zapping your moods with electroconvulsive therapy (ECT)........ 147
Moderating moods with repetitive transcranial  

magnetic stimulation (rTMS)......................................................... 149
Soothing depression with neurostimulation................................... 149

Chapter 10: Treating Bipolar Disorder in Women and  
Other Specific Populations .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  151

Bipolar Disorder in Women......................................................................... 151
Considering the nature of the illness............................................... 152
Tracing hormonal changes................................................................ 152
Bipolar disorder and pregnancy....................................................... 154
Dealing with bipolar during menopause.......................................... 159

Older Adults and Bipolar Disorder............................................................. 160
What’s so different about older adults?........................................... 160
Addressing dementia and bipolar.................................................... 161
Medication issues for older adults................................................... 161

Accommodating Cultural Differences........................................................ 163
Bipolar in the LGBT Community................................................................. 163



Bipolar Disorder For Dummies, 2nd Edition xiv
Part IV: Developing Essential Survival Skills............... 165

Chapter 11: Exploring Self-Help Strategies, Therapies,  
and Other Supports .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  167

Monitoring Your Moods.............................................................................. 167
Charting Sleep and Energy Levels.............................................................. 168
Identifying Stressors and Triggers............................................................. 170
Seeking Out Therapy and Support............................................................. 172

Psychoeducation................................................................................ 172
Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT)................................................ 173
Dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT).............................................. 175
Interpersonal and social rhythm therapy (IPSRT)......................... 175
Mindfulness and other centering activities..................................... 179
Relationship and family therapies.................................................... 180
Support groups................................................................................... 180

Chapter 12: Making Lifestyle Adjustments .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  181
Cultivating a Healthy Home Environment................................................. 181

Educating all household members................................................... 181
Establishing a structured schedule.................................................. 182
Cranking down the volume................................................................ 182
Reducing conflict and criticism........................................................ 183
Establishing house rules.................................................................... 183
Considering the kids........................................................................... 185

Establishing Healthy Routines.................................................................... 186
Regulating your sleep......................................................................... 187
Scheduling social activities............................................................... 188
Leaving room for spontaneity........................................................... 188

Building Healthy Relationships................................................................... 189
Checking relationship vitals.............................................................. 190
Having some fun.................................................................................. 191
Taking breaks from one another....................................................... 191

Relieving Stress through Exercise.............................................................. 191
Serving Up Healthy Foods........................................................................... 192

Cutting back on simple carbohydrates............................................ 193
Powering up with protein.................................................................. 193
Getting your fill of fruits and vegetables.......................................... 194

Avoiding the Bad Stuff................................................................................. 194

Chapter 13: Communicating Effectively  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  197
Setting the Stage........................................................................................... 197

Choosing the right time and place................................................... 198
Establishing ground rules.................................................................. 198
Watching what you say...................................................................... 199
Expressing yourself in a positive tone............................................. 200
Being sensitive to posture, position, and body language.............. 200
Adding mood symptoms to the mix................................................. 201



xv Table of Contents

Avoiding the Four Big Tiff-Makers.............................................................. 202
Criticism............................................................................................... 202
Judgment.............................................................................................. 203
Demand................................................................................................ 203
Blame.................................................................................................... 204

Becoming Less Confrontational with “I” Statements............................... 204
Validating Other People’s Feelings............................................................. 205
Disengaging from Unproductive Conflicts................................................. 207

Chapter 14: Solving Problems and Resolving Conflict .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  209
Setting the Stage for Effective Problem Solving........................................ 210
Identifying the Problem............................................................................... 211
Redefining the Problem/Conflict: From Right versus  

Wrong to Unmet Needs............................................................................ 213
Brainstorming Possible Solutions.............................................................. 214
Planning and Implementing Agreed-Upon Solutions................................ 214
Avoiding Unproductive Approaches.......................................................... 216
Letting Go of Problems You Can’t Solve on Your Own............................ 217

Chapter 15: Planning Ahead for a Mood Episode .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  219
Teaming Up with Your Care Providers...................................................... 219
Thwarting a Mood Episode......................................................................... 221
Choosing a Psychiatric Facility................................................................... 222
Documenting Essential Information........................................................... 223
Signing Releases . . . Or Not......................................................................... 225

Release of information authorization............................................... 225
Power of attorney............................................................................... 227
Advanced directive............................................................................. 227

Part V: Dealing with the Fallout................................. 229

Chapter 16: From Hospitalization to Recovery .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  231
Coming to Terms with Hospitalization...................................................... 231
Knowing What to Expect............................................................................. 232

Seeing the doctor................................................................................ 232
Adjusting your medications.............................................................. 232
Engaging in therapy............................................................................ 233
Looking into restraint policies.......................................................... 233
Exploring variations in visiting hours.............................................. 234
Knowing about how long you’ll stay................................................ 234
Getting released.................................................................................. 235

Knowing Your Patient Rights...................................................................... 235
Making Your Stay More Comfortable......................................................... 236
Keeping Your Team in the Loop................................................................. 237
Making Recovery Your Top Priority.......................................................... 237

Anticipating the aftershock............................................................... 238
Mastering the art of selfishness........................................................ 238



Bipolar Disorder For Dummies, 2nd Edition xvi
Retreating to a safe, quiet place....................................................... 240
Following your doctor’s orders........................................................ 241

Reclaiming Your Life.................................................................................... 242
Knowing when you’re ready.............................................................. 242
Returning to friends and family........................................................ 243

Chapter 17: Getting Back to Work . . . Or Not .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  245
Reality Check: Are You Ready?................................................................... 245
Getting Back into the Swing of Things....................................................... 246
Disclosing Your Diagnosis . . . Or Not........................................................ 248

Weighing the pros and cons of disclosure...................................... 248
Talking to supervisors and coworkers............................................ 249

Requesting Workplace Accommodations................................................. 250
Finding More Suitable Work........................................................................ 252

Dreaming up your ideal work situation........................................... 253
Taking a skills and interests inventory............................................ 253
Pursuing your dream job................................................................... 254

Is Not Returning to Work Right for You?................................................... 255

Chapter 18: Overcoming Financial Setbacks .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  257
The Public Mental Health System............................................................... 257

Surveying available resources.......................................................... 258
Accessing local financial support..................................................... 258
Public systems in Canada and the U.K............................................. 259

Filing for Disability Benefits........................................................................ 259
Meeting the guidelines....................................................................... 260
Improving your chances of approval............................................... 261

Exploring Health Insurance Options.......................................................... 262
Low- or No-Cost Healthcare Resources..................................................... 263

Tracking down a university program............................................... 263
Finding peer support.......................................................................... 264
Contacting religious organizations................................................... 264
Prescription assistance programs.................................................... 265
Haggling with a psychiatrist or therapist........................................ 266

Other Ways to Survive the Hard Times..................................................... 266
Asking family and friends for help.................................................... 266
Finding temporary financial relief.................................................... 267
Government safety net programs..................................................... 267

Part VI: Assisting a Friend or Relative with  
Bipolar Disorder........................................................ 269

Chapter 19: Supporting Your Loved One .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  271
Establishing the Right Mindset................................................................... 271

Forming realistic expectations.......................................................... 272
Disassociating the disorder from the one you love....................... 272
Learning not to take it personally..................................................... 273



xvii Table of Contents

Nurturing a Sense of Empathy.................................................................... 274
Recognizing Your Limitations..................................................................... 275

Doing what you can............................................................................ 275
Recognizing what you can’t do......................................................... 276

Remaining Vigilant for Warning Signs........................................................ 276
Knowing when to step in................................................................... 277
Knowing when to step back.............................................................. 277
Let’s make a deal: Drawing up a contract........................................ 278

Helping Someone Who Refuses Help......................................................... 280
Taking action in an emergency......................................................... 280
Expressing your concerns................................................................. 280
Calling the doctor or therapist......................................................... 281
Contacting a local support group..................................................... 281
Contacting a local mental health center.......................................... 281
Seeking a court order......................................................................... 282

Taking Care of Yourself............................................................................... 282

Chapter 20: Dealing with Crisis Situations . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  285
Consulting Your Loved One’s Doctor or Therapist................................. 285
Discussing the Emergency Plan.................................................................. 287

Figuring out how involved to be....................................................... 287
Determining when to intervene........................................................ 288
Knowing whom to call for help......................................................... 290
Deciding where to go.......................................................................... 290

Responding in a Crisis................................................................................. 291
Suicidal threats or attempts.............................................................. 291
Aggressive behavior........................................................................... 292
Reckless driving.................................................................................. 293
Overspending...................................................................................... 294
Hypersexual behavior........................................................................ 295
Substance abuse................................................................................. 295
Runaways and disappearances......................................................... 296
Arrests.................................................................................................. 296

Chapter 21: Backing Your Bipolar Child or Teen . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  301
Recognizing the Diagnostic Difficulties..................................................... 302

The angry kid....................................................................................... 304
The hyperactive kid............................................................................ 305
The depressed kid.............................................................................. 307
The oppositional kid.......................................................................... 309
The law-breaking kid.......................................................................... 310

Requesting a Professional Evaluation........................................................ 311
Finding the right doctor..................................................................... 311
Knowing what to do when seeking help.......................................... 313

Breaking Out the Treatment Toolbox........................................................ 314
Considering medication issues......................................................... 315
Understanding the diagnosis and treatment plan.......................... 316



Bipolar Disorder For Dummies, 2nd Edition xviii
Parenting a Child with Bipolar Disorder.................................................... 318

Tending to school matters................................................................ 319
Practicing lifestyle management....................................................... 322
Recognizing suicidal red flags........................................................... 322

Part VII: The Part of Tens.......................................... 325

Chapter 22: Ten Questions to Ask a Psychiatrist or Therapist .  .  .  .  .  327
How Much Experience Do You Have in Treating Bipolar Disorder?...... 327
Is It Tough to Get an Appointment?........................................................... 328
Can I Contact You during a Crisis?............................................................. 328
What’s the Diagnosis and How Did You Arrive at It?............................... 329
What’s the Treatment Plan?........................................................................ 329
When Can I Expect to Feel Better?............................................................. 330
How Will I Know I’m Getting Better?.......................................................... 330
What Should I Do If I Feel Worse?............................................................... 331
What Side Effects Should I Watch For?...................................................... 331
Will You Work with My Other Providers?................................................. 332

Chapter 23: Ten Tips for Managing Bipolar .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  333
Team Up with Your Doctor and Therapist................................................ 333
Take Medications As Prescribed................................................................ 334
Regulate Your Sleep..................................................................................... 334
Develop Daily Routines................................................................................ 335
Build Mindfulness and Other Self-Centering Skills................................... 335
Clearly Communicate Your Needs............................................................. 336
Avoid Alcohol and Stimulants..................................................................... 336
Monitor Your Moods.................................................................................... 337
Identify Your Early Warning Signs.............................................................. 337
Get Help at the First Sign of Trouble.......................................................... 338

Appendix: Glossary of Bipolar-Related Terms............... 339

Index........................................................................ 347



Introduction

I 
magine yourself cruising down the highway at a comfortable speed of 
65 miles per hour when your cruise control goes berserk. The speed-

ometer climbs to 75 and then 85 . . . you hit the button to cancel . . . tap the 
brakes . . . 90 . . . nothing slows you down . . . 95 . . . your car is shaking and 
weaving . . . 100 . . . people are honking . . . 105 . . . police cars are chasing 
you . . . 110 . . . your spouse is yelling at you to SLOW DOWN . . . 115 . . . 120 . . . .

Or imagine the opposite: You’re driving through town in a 30-mile-per-hour 
speed limit zone. Nobody’s in front of you — you’re practically pushing 
the accelerator through the floor — but your car can only creep along at 
3 miles per hour. Your neighbors are honking, passing you on the right — on 
bicycles — and giving you dirty looks and other gestures of discontent.

When you have bipolar disorder, your brain’s accelerator is stuck. At full 
speed, it launches you into a manic episode. In low gear, it grinds you down 
into a deep depression. If this were a situation with your heart, somebody 
would call an ambulance; doctors and nurses would flock to your bedside; 
loved ones would fly in from other states; and you’d get flowers and fruit bas-
kets. But when your brain is stuck in park or overdrive, people tend to think 
you’re lazy, you’ve snapped, or you’re too weak to deal with life. Instead of 
flowers and fruit baskets, you get a pink slip and divorce papers.

The good news is that the mind mechanics — psychiatrists, psychologists, 
and therapists — have toolboxes packed with medications and therapies that 
can repair your brain’s accelerator. In this book, we reveal those tools along 
with strategies and techniques you can use to achieve and maintain mood 
stability and to help yourself feel a whole lot better.

About This Book
This book is more than a repair manual for the bipolar brain. Sure, we dis-
cuss diagnoses and treatments, available medications and therapies, and 
the lifestyle changes that can help you cope. But we also go beyond that to 
reveal some of the causes and consequences of bipolar disorder, let you in 
on some crisis-survival strategies, and describe ways that friends and family 
members can support loved ones who have this disorder. Our goal is to help 
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you develop a deeper understanding of bipolar disorder and its symptoms 
and empower you to take more control of your treatment, eliminate your 
symptoms, and regain your ability to function.

In the quest to make you or your loved one feel better and maintain stable 
moods, we focus on the three Cs of bipolar disorder:

	 ✓	Continuity of care: In this era of specialization and managed healthcare, 
people are often shuttled from one doctor or therapist to another, and 
each professional may have a unique approach. Any drastic change to 
medication or therapy can upset the balance, so this book encourages 
you to develop a treatment plan that all your caregivers follow and that 
remains with you when you change doctors or therapists.

	 ✓	Comprehensive treatment: The most effective treatment plan calls for a 
three-pronged attack with medication, therapy, and lifestyle change. In 
this book, we explain why your treatment plan should address all three 
factors, and we reveal the most effective medications, therapies, peer 
support options, and lifestyle changes currently available for bipolar.

	 ✓	Coordinated treatment: Communication is the key component to coor-
dinated treatment, and communication breakdowns are at the root of 
most failed plans. To improve the likelihood of success, communicate 
openly and honestly with your doctor, therapist, and loved ones and 
encourage them to communicate with one another. Throughout the 
book, especially in Chapter 13, we reveal techniques to improve the flow 
of information among all members of your treatment team.

Of course, this book is no replacement for professional psychiatric care. (We 
kicked around the idea of bundling the book with a blank prescription pad, 
but our publisher nixed the idea.) Even so, Bipolar Disorder For Dummies, 2nd 
Edition, can help you better understand your treatment choices and build a 
more cooperative relationship with your healthcare providers.

Conventions Used in This Book
We don’t like to think of our book as conventional, but we do have some stan-
dard ways of presenting material. For example:

	 ✓	Whenever we introduce a new, somewhat technical term, such as 
expressed emotion, we display it in italics.

		 Use the index to look up any bipolar term you’re unfamiliar with and 
find out where we cover it in the book. For a glossary of terms used 
throughout the book, check out our Bipolar Glossary online at www.
finkshrink.com/bipolar-blog/glossary.

http://www.finkshrink.com/bipolar-blog/glossary
http://www.finkshrink.com/bipolar-blog/glossary
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	 ✓	Web and e-mail addresses appear in monofont to help them stand out 
on the page for easy access.

	 ✓	Throughout the book, we include stories about people who have bipolar 
disorder and their loved ones. Some of these stories are first-person 
accounts, written by real people. Others represent composites of real 
people we’ve met and worked with over the years.

	 ✓	When we refer to medications or drugs, we use this format on first refer-
ence: generic name (Brand name), as in fluoxetine (Prozac).

	 ✓	In an attempt to be fair to both sexes, we alternate the use of he and she 
as we change from one section to the next instead of using the bulky he 
or she approach or the really weird s/he solution.

What You’re Not to Read
Sidebars are just what the name implies; they give you somewhere to hang 
out when you don’t have somewhere else to go or something better to do. 
Most of our sidebars tell real stories of living with bipolar disorder, which 
you’re likely to find engaging and insightful, so be selective in what you skip.

Foolish Assumptions
When you (or your loved ones) are diagnosed with bipolar, you automatically 
become a rank beginner. You never needed information about this illness 
before and probably had little interest in the topic. Now you have to get up 
to speed in a hurry. With that in mind, we assume that you know very little 
about bipolar disorder. If you’ve been to a doctor or therapist and received a 
diagnosis, however, you know at least a little. And if you got burned by a mis-
diagnosis or the wrong approach, you know you don’t want that to happen 
again. But no matter how experienced you are, this book can help.

We also assume that you or someone you know has bipolar or that you’re at 
least somewhat curious about the condition. The more the disorder affects 
you, your family, or someone else you know, the more this book can help.

Finally, we assume that you have a sense of humor. According to Jean de la 
Bruyère, “Life is a tragedy for those who feel and a comedy for those who 
think.” We’re thinking people. We laugh through our tears rather than wallow 
in our misery, although we, too, have shed our share of tears. We have loved 
ones with bipolar disorder, and we know it’s painful for everyone involved, 
but we’ve found that most people with bipolar and their loved ones have a 
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healthy sense of humor. Maybe it’s because they’re smarter than the average 
Joe, or perhaps they’ve just had to deal with so much bad stuff in their lives; 
whatever the case may be, they know the value of a good laugh.

In this book, we try to strip away all the politically correct niceties and 
namby-pamby psychospeak. We don’t sweeten the bitter facts with butter-
cream frosting, and we don’t hesitate to laugh at the absurdities of living with 
bipolar disorder. We certainly hope that you won’t find any of this more than 
mildly offensive and that you’ll indulge in a few laughs yourself.

How This Book Is Organized
We’ve written this book for you to approach in one of two ways. You can pick 
it up and flip to any chapter for a quick, stand-alone mini-course on a specific 
bipolar topic, or you can read the book from cover to cover. To help you 
navigate, we’ve divided the chapters into seven parts. Here’s a summary of 
what we cover in each part.

Part I: Getting to Know Bipolar Disorder
The three chapters in this part provide a quick overview of bipolar disorder. 
You begin to discover the characteristics of bipolar and the effects it has on 
the people who have it and their families. We lift the curtain on the diagnosis 
to reveal the various ways this illness presents itself and the leading theo-
ries on what causes it. We introduce some of the most effective treatments, 
explain why preventive treatment plays such a critical role in keeping symp-
toms at bay, and point out the positive prognosis that you can expect with 
the right combination of medication, therapy, and lifestyle adjustments.

Part II: Taming the Bipolar Beast
A half-hour discussion with a doctor or therapist may be enough to raise 
suspicions of bipolar disorder, but it’s certainly insufficient for obtaining an 
accurate diagnosis. First, you need to see your family physician to rule out 
other possible causes. Any of several physical ailments can cause symptoms 
similar to those of bipolar, and you need a physical exam and appropriate 
lab tests to rule them out. In this part, we lay out the process you must go 
through to obtain an accurate diagnosis. We also show you how to assemble 
your very own mood-management team, complete with a doctor, therapist, 
and dedicated friends and family members, to help tame the bipolar beast.
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Part III: Managing Bipolar Disorder with 
Meds and Other Biological Treatments
Although bipolar disorder is often referred to as a mental illness, it’s really 
a physical illness with genetic roots, and the most effective treatment regi-
mens usually include medication or other biological treatments that target 
the brain. This part begins with a tour of the bipolar pharmacy and an over-
view of medications for treating both “poles” of bipolar disorder — mania 
and depression. Our medication reference guide describes the most effec-
tive medications currently available and their potential side effects so you 
can intelligently discuss your medication options with your doctor. We also 
include a chapter on coming to terms with medication, which isn’t as easy 
as it sounds, especially when you’re experiencing nasty side effects. We offer 
suggestions on how to minimize these side effects and deal with philosophi-
cal and emotional reactions to taking medications to help manage moods.

Part III includes two more valuable chapters. One explains how to expand 
your treatment options to consider electroconvulsive therapy (ECT), deep 
brain stimulation (DBS), and alternative and complementary treatments, 
including dietary supplements, herbs, vitamins, and minerals. In it, we 
separate fact from fiction so you and your doctor can make well-informed 
decisions. The final chapter in this part covers the unique diagnosis and 
treatment needs of women, older adults, and other specific populations.

Part IV: Developing Essential  
Survival Skills
Bipolar disorder responds best to treatment when those who have it and 
their loved ones play an active role in mood management. This means get-
ting professional therapy if that option is available, as well as making lifestyle 
adjustments, improving communication skills, mastering the fine art of prob-
lem solving, and having a plan in place for early intervention if an unavoid-
able mood episode erupts. The chapters in this part are for those who’ve 
been diagnosed with bipolar and their loved ones.

If you have bipolar disorder, you can use this part to find out how to identify 
common warning signs of an impending mood episode and respond quickly 
and appropriately. We also provide suggestions to help you identify stressors 
and triggers that affect your moods, restructure your life, care for yourself, 
incorporate peer support into your recovery, and adhere to the recom-
mended regimen of medication and therapy.



6 Bipolar Disorder For Dummies, 2nd Edition 

If your loved one has bipolar disorder, you can use this part to discover com-
munication and problem-solving skills that can make you a better support 
person and help you respond effectively to a mood episode.

Part V: Dealing with the Fallout
Like any natural disaster, bipolar disorder leaves a path of destruction in its 
wake. A major mood episode often results in hospitalization, missed work or 
job loss, and financial setbacks. In the chapters in this part, we provide guid-
ance on how to navigate the worst of times and recover your footing.

Part VI: Assisting a Friend or Relative 
with Bipolar Disorder
If you’re reading this book because you have a friend, significant other, or 
relative with bipolar, this part is for you. We too have family members with 
bipolar disorder, and we know firsthand how difficult it is to walk the fine 
line between over- and underinvolvement. The chapters in this part explain 
what you can and can’t do to help, how you can establish an environment of 
open communication and cooperation with your loved one, and how to pre-
pare for and respond to a crisis. If you have a child diagnosed with bipolar 
or another psychiatric disorder or if your child is experiencing unexplained 
behavioral problems at home, at school, or with friends, you don’t want to 
miss Chapter 21, where we explain the challenges of diagnosing, treating, and 
parenting children with this illness and point out other conditions that must 
be ruled out before arriving at a diagnosis of bipolar disorder.

Part VII: The Part of Tens
Before you head out to see your psychiatrist or therapist, turn to this section 
for a quick list of ten questions you should ask during your first appointment 
with a psychiatrist or therapist and ten tips that can help you manage bipolar.
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Icons Used in This Book
Throughout this book, we sprinkle the following icons in the margins to cue 
you in to different types of information that you may or may not care to see:

	 If you happen to forget the rest of the stuff in this book, at least remember 
what we mark with one of these icons.

	 Tips provide insider insight from behind the scenes. When you’re looking for 
a better, faster way to do something, check out information flagged with this 
icon.

	 “Danger, Will Robinson, danger!” This icon appears when you need to be extra 
vigilant or seek professional help.

	 Throughout the book, we feature cameos of people living with bipolar disor-
der. This icon shows you where to meet them.

Where to Go from Here
Think of this book as an all-you-can-eat buffet. You can grab a plate, start at 
the beginning, and read one chapter right after another, or you can dip into 
any chapter and pile your plate high with the information it contains.

If you want a quick overview of bipolar disorder, check out the chapters 
in Part I. Before you visit a psychiatrist for a diagnosis, see Chapters 4, 5, 
and 22. If you have a friend or family member with bipolar, skip to Part VI. 
Wherever you choose to go, you’ll find plenty of useful information.
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Part I
Getting to Know 
Bipolar Disorder



In this part . . .

I 
n Part I, we provide a crash course in bipolar disorder. 
Here, you discover the similarities and differences 

among the different types of bipolar, including bipolar I, 
bipolar II, and cyclothymic disorder. You get to know the 
official signs and symptoms of depression, hypomania, 
and mania, and you discover how to distinguish between 
a bad day at work and a bona fide mood episode. You also 
find out where bipolar disorder comes from, what triggers 
it, and how likely or unlikely it is that you have it.

To round out the part, we unveil the positive prognosis 
that accompanies the bipolar diagnosis and the various 
components that comprise an effective treatment plan — 
both medication and non-medication treatments that have 
proven to be effective to varying degrees.


