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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.
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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.


