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INTRODUCTION

After a brief review of the history of valproate (the active moiety of both valproic
acid and divalproex sodium), its use among patients with psychiatric disorders is
enumerated. The adjunctive use of valproate in schizophrenia is described in terms
of formulations available, utilization rates among the chronically mentally ill,
theoretical underpinnings, and the scientific evidence that supports this indication.
The strength of this evidence is compared to what is available regarding other
mood stabilizers/anticonvulsants. The possible anti-aggressive activity of valproate
is also discussed across diagnoses and in patients with schizophrenia. Future direc-
tions for clinical research are described.

Schizophrenia and Valproate
By Leslie Citrome, MD, MPH

Dr. Citrome is director of the Clinical Research and Evaluation Facility at the Nathan S. Kline Institute
for Psychiatric Research in Orangeburg, NY, and professor of psychiatry at the New York University
School of Medicine.
To whom correspondence should be addressed: Leslie Citrome, MD, MPH, Nathan S. Kline
Institute for Psychiatric Research, 140 Old Orangeburg Road, Orangeburg, NY 10962; 
Phone: (845) 398-5595 Fax: (845) 398-5483 E-mail: citrome@nki.rfmh.org

ABSTRACT ~ Valproate (the active moiety of both valproic acid and divalproex sodium) is
commonly used as an adjunctive agent for the treatment of schizophrenia. Among the
anticonvulsants, valproate is the most extensively studied in patients with schizophrenia.
Theoretical underpinnings for valproate in schizophrenia include its effect on voltage-
gated ion channels and on the γ-aminobutyric acid (GABA) system, thus modulating
mesolimbic dopaminergic activity. Case reports, retrospective studies, and randomized
clinical trials support the use of valproate combined with antipsychotics in managing
schizophrenia. A recently completed 28-day, double-blind, randomized clinical trial of 249
patients with schizophrenia demonstrated faster improvement in psychopathology with a
combination therapy of divalproex and risperidone or olanzapine, compared to monother-
apy with risperidone or olanzapine. Additional research is needed to assess the utility of
valproate in specialized populations such as those with treatment-refractory schizophrenia
or agitation in schizophrenia. Regarding the latter, positive double-blind, randomized
clinical trials have already been conducted in patients with borderline personality disorder,
dementia, and with disruptive adolescents. It is anticipated that future research will focus
on the new extended-release formulation of divalproex that can be administered on a
once-daily basis. Psychopharmacology Bulletin. 2003;37(Suppl 2): 74-88

Key Words: valproate, divalproex sodium, pharmacotherapy, schizophrenia, aggression

074-088_PB SumSup03_Citrome.qxd  2/10/04  3:22 PM  Page 74



HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Valproic acid was first synthesized in 1882 by Burton1 and used as a
lipophilic solvent. It wasn’t until Meunier’s experiments with putative 
anticonvulsant agents that valproic acid was serendipitously recognized as
having anticonvulsant properties in rats in 1963.2 Valproic acid was subse-
quently tested in humans and introduced as a treatment for epilepsy in
France in 1967. In 1978, it was approved in the USA by the Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) for the monotherapy and adjunctive therapy
of complex partial seizures, and simple or complex absence seizures. The
divalproex sodium preparation received FDA approval in 1983, followed
by an injectible formulation in 1996. An extended release preparation
became available in 2000. For patients with mental disorders, the pivotal
year was 1995, when divalproex sodium was approved by the FDA for the
indication of manic episodes associated with bipolar disorder.

There are a number of off-label psychiatric indications that have been
described for valproate. These include major depressive disorder, anxiety
disorders, substance-induced withdrawal and dependence, tardive dyski-
nesia, schizophrenia and schizoaffective disorder, mood disorders and
aggressive behavior resulting from a general medical condition, behavioral
disturbances and agitation associated with dementia, mental retardation
with mood disorders or behavioral disturbances, and aggression and agi-
tation associated with personality disorders.2 Scientific evidence for any of
these indications varies in terms of quality and quantity.

Reasons for the use of valproate in patients with schizophrenia may be
related to the observation that some patients do not have an adequate
treatment response with antipsychotic monotherapy. Adding another
type of medication to the treatment regimen may help optimize thera-
peutic response. In particular, the Expert Consensus Guidelines for the
Treatment of Schizophrenia3 recommends the use of adjunctive valproate,
and ranks it first, for the problem of aggression/violence and for agita-
tion/excitement (with history of substance abuse).3 The research evidence
supporting this will be discussed.

FORMULATIONS

Up until recently, there have been only two commonly prescribed
preparations of valproate: valproic acid and divalproex sodium.
Equivalent oral doses of either preparation deliver equivalent quantities of
the valproate molecule systemically.4 Valproic acid is available as a gel cap-
sule and as a syrup. Divalproex sodium is available as a tablet and also as
sprinkle capsules (coated particles). The divalproex sodium tablets are a
delayed release preparation; the enteric coating prevents the release of the
divalproex sodium until it reaches the small intestine. In contrast, valproic
acid gel capsules are absorbed in the stomach, possibly leading to gastric
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irritation.5 Biting the gel capsule can lead to local oral irritation. Half-
lives of the two preparations of valproate also differ, with valproic acid
having a half-life of 8 hours and divalproex sodium having a half-life 
of between 12 and 16 hours.6 Thus, valproic acid is commonly adminis-
tered in three or four divided doses while divalproex sodium can be
administered two or three times daily.4,7

An extended release preparation of divalproex sodium was introduced
in 2000.4 The first FDA-approved indication was for prophylaxis of
migraine headaches, and as of 2002 this new formulation has been
approved by the FDA for seizure disorders. It is intended for once-a-day
oral administration. It is available in 250 and 500 mg tablets. The
extended-release divalproex sodium tablets are not bioequivalent to the
delayed-release divalproex sodium tablets; the extended release tablet
produced an average bioavailability of 81 to 89% relative to the delayed-
release tablets given BID.

UTILIZATION IN SCHIZOPHRENIA

Mood stabilizers such as lithium and anticonvulsants are extensively
used, including among patients with a diagnosis of schizophrenia, with
rates of utilization (adjunctive to antipsychotic therapy) approaching 
50% for that group.8 Valproate is the anticonvulsant/mood stabilizer most
commonly used (Table), as demonstrated in a report of all patients with
schizophrenia hospitalized in psychiatric centers operated by the New
York State Office of Mental Health. In 1998, 2134 out of 4922 (43.4%)
inpatients diagnosed with schizophrenia received a mood stabilizer, with
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UTILIZATION AMONG PATIENTS WITH 
YEAR INTRODUCED SCHIZOPHRENIA IN HOSPITALS OPERATED 

ANTICONVULSANT IN THE USA BY NEW YORK STATE IN 2001 (N=4,139)

Carbamazepine 1974 2.1%
Valproate 1978 34.9 %
Gabapentin 1993 8.8%
Lamotrigine 1994 1.0%
Topiramate 1997 2.9%
Oxcarbazepine 2000 2.5%
ANY Mood Stabilizer 
(including Lithium) N/A 47.1%
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valproate the most commonly prescribed agent (1724 or 35.0%).9 The
utilization of valproate has increased during the period 1994 through
2001 (figure 1).8 This adjunctive use of valproate in schizophrenia is not
short-term, with patients receiving valproate for an average of 72% of
their hospital stay in 1998.9 The duration of treatment has increased in
2001 to 81% of the hospital stay, with 41% receiving valproate for their
entire length of stay.10

The increase in use of mood stabilizers in hospitalized patients with
schizophrenia may be partly attributable to a changing state hospital 
population. One possibility is that as the census (capacity) decreases, the
patients that remain in treatment and the patients that continue to be
referred to these tertiary care psychiatric centers may be more treatment-
resistant, prone to aggressive behavior, and therefore are more likely to be
exposed to novel psychopharmacological approaches. However, this can
only be a partial explanation because valproate utilization increased by
285% (from 12.3% to 35%) among this population.3 It is also unlikely that
the increase in utilization is attributable to the treatment of a concomi-
tant seizure disorder. In a prior study of this state hospital population,
about 10% of all patients receiving valproate in 1996 (regardless of 
psychiatric diagnosis) had a history of seizure disorder.11
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THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS

Wassef et al12 notes that schizophrenia may involve a disturbance in the
g-amino butyric acid (GABA) system. GABA is an inhibitory neuro-
transmitter. Because GABA can regulate mesolimbic dopaminergic activ-
ity, valproate, by interacting with GABA, may reduce psychotic symp-
toms. GABA is actually the most common neurotransmitter in the brain
after glutamate, thus controlling GABA levels may be an important strat-
egy to improve brain function.13 Prior to the introduction of valproate in
the USA, the suggestion was made that there is a GABA deficiency in
schizophrenia, and that valproate ought to be clinically tested to see if
increasing brain GABA levels can lead to symptomatic improvement.14

Others have pointed out that the therapeutic action of valproate may 
be more complex,15 and this issue has been actively debated.16,17 New
imaging technologies may help elucidate the role of GABA in disease.18,19

A possible locus of action of valproate may be direct effects on voltage
gated sodium ion channels.20 Voltage gated actions may cause an increase
in GABA levels, enhance inhibitory GABA actions, or inhibit excitatory
glutamatergic neurotransmission. An understanding of the different types
of voltage gated ion channels may help explain differences in efficacy
among the anticonvulsant medications in treating both bipolar disorder
and schizophrenia.21

Testing the efficacy of valproate in treating schizophrenia requires being
mindful of possible diagnostic confusion such as with a mood disorder (eg,
bipolar disorder, where valproate has an established indication). Another
source of confusion may be disentangling effects on impulsivity versus
effects on core psychotic symptoms such as hallucinations and delusions.
Moreover, the effect of valproate on sedation needs to be distinguished
from any intrinsic antipsychotic effect. Finally, plasma levels of valproate
and of antipsychotics may need to be measured to rule out pharmacoki-
netic interactions that may possibly explain the effects of adjunctive val-
proate therapy.

SUPPORTING CLINICAL EVIDENCE

The first signals indicating the utility of adjunctive valproate in the treat-
ment of schizophrenia came from case reports and open-label studies. An
open-label study of valproate and haloperidol in 30 patients suggested that
augmentation with valproate resulted in improvements in suspiciousness,
hallucinations, unusual thought content, and emotional withdrawal, as
well as in fewer inpatient days.22 Other uncontrolled studies reported
improvement on emotional withdrawal in a group of seven inpatients with
chronic schizophrenia,23 improvement in positive symptoms among a
group of ten hospitalized non-agitated paranoid schizophrenic patients,24

reduced psychopathology in general as measured by the Brief Psychiatric
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Rating Scale (BPRS) in 32 neuroleptic-resistant inpatients, 7 of whom
were diagnosed with chronic schizophrenia,25 shorter length of hospital
stay in 59 inpatients with schizophrenia,26 and reduction of positive 
symptoms and hostility in 4 patients with neuroleptic-resistant chronic
schizophrenia.27 Neuroleptic-resistant patients were the focus of a report of
three subjects whose psychotic symptoms responded dramatically to the
combination of valproic acid and neuroleptics and outpatient follow-up
showed that the combination was effective in maintaining remissions.28 A
report of the combination of valproate with an atypical antipsychotic,
risperidone, demonstrated clinical improvement in an otherwise 
treatment-resistant patient with schizophrenia.29 In contrast, there is a
chart review where 4 inpatients with chronic schizophrenia did not 
show improvement with valproate, although two were not receiving
antipsychotic therapy.30 There is one report that demonstrated marked
clinical deterioration, but this was with valproate monotherapy in eight
patients whose neuroleptics were discontinued shortly before study entry,
a method of use not normally considered for patients with schizophrenia.31

The above literature is somewhat faulty in that it includes patients with
diagnoses other than schizophrenia,25 or diagnostic and selection criteria
that were not specified.23-26 Generalizability is also made difficult because
of heterogeneity in disease severity—some patients were neuroleptic-
resistant,25,27,28,29 and some reports, although showing a positive effect for
valproate, did include patients who were not receiving neuroleptics.23,24

Diagnostic uncertainty is a major issue in the evaluation of the efficacy of
adjunctive valproate in patients with schizophrenia. If patients were 
actually bipolar or schizoaffective, benefit with a mood stabilizer such as
valproate would be expected.

Findings from double-blind randomized controlled studies are needed to
support initial efficacy signals generated from case reports. Initial studies of
adjunctive valproate in patients with schizophrenia have been limited in
terms of the number of subjects. Ko et al32 found no additional benefit with
adjunctive valproate in a 28-day crossover study with 6 neuroleptic-resistant
patients with chronic schizophrenia (not experiencing an exacerbation).
Dose et al33 examined 42 patients with acute, non-manic schizophrenic or
schizoaffective psychosis in a 28-day study comparing haloperidol and
placebo versus haloperidol and valproate. No difference on the BPRS was
observed, but a possible effect on “hostile belligerence” was noted. Wassef
et al34 studied 12 subjects with an acute exacerbation of chronic schizo-
phrenia over a 21-day period. They were randomized to receive either
haloperidol and placebo, or haloperidol and valproate. Significant
Improvement in the Clinical Global Impression (CGI) scale was observed,
as well as on the Schedule for Assessment of Negative Symptoms (SANS),
but not on the BPRS. Although not double-blind, but using randomized
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treatment assignment, another report35 compared the effects of adjunctive
carbamazepine versus adjunctive valproate on the plasma levels of 
haloperidol and on the psychopathologic outcome in 24 patients with
schizophrenia and 3 patients with schizoaffective disorder. Subjects
received 4 weeks of treatment with either haloperidol alone, haloperidol
with carbamazepine, or haloperidol with valproate. Valproate had no 
significant effect on either plasma levels of haloperidol or on psy-
chopathology, but carbamazepine was associated with significantly lower
haloperidol plasma levels and with a worse clinical outcome compared with
antipsychotic monotherapy.

These initial randomized studies enrolled relatively small number of
subjects, hence differences between the groups might have been difficult
to detect because of lack of sufficient statistical power. They also includ-
ed different types of patients—neuroleptic-resistant patients in one32 and
acute patients in the other three reports.33,34,35

Casey et al36 conducted and reported on a multi-center, randomized,
double-blind, clinical trial of adjunctive divalproex in patients recently
hospitalized with an acute exacerbation of schizophrenia. A total of 
249 subjects from 29 centers from across the USA participated. The
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition
(DSM-IV) diagnosis of schizophrenia was established for each subject by
administering the Structured Clinical Interview for Diagnosis (SCID).
Schizoaffective and treatment-refractory patients were excluded and 
subjects were required to meet certain minimal requirements for severity
of symptoms, assuring that there was a sufficient amount of measurable
psychopathology. After a washout period of one to five days, patients were
randomized to receive over a four-week period either: (1) olanzapine and
divalproex, (2) olanzapine and placebo, (3) risperidone and divalproex, or
(4) risperidone and placebo. Doses of risperidone 6 mg/day or olanzapine
15 mg/day were reached by day 6. Divalproex was started at 15 mg/kg/day
and titrated to a maximum of 30 mg/kg/day by day 14. The mean dose of
divalproex achieved was approximately 2300 mg/day with a mean plasma
level of approximately 100 mg/mL. The Positive and Negative Syndrome
Scale (PANSS) was the primary outcome measure. Ratings were done at
baseline, day 3, day 5, day 7, day 10, day 14, day 21, and day 28. PANSS
total score significantly improved in the combination therapy group 
compared to the monotherapy group at specific time points (days 3, 5, 7,
10, 14, and 21) and throughout the study period (repeated measures 
analysis of variance [ANOVA] P=.020). Significant treatment differences
occurred as early as day 3. The major effect was on the positive symptoms
of schizophrenia. There were no significant differences overall in the 
use of adjunctive medications (such as lorazepam or benztropine) for 
combination therapy versus monotherapy. Most adverse events were mild
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to moderate in severity. No new safety concerns were observed—the 
combination therapy was as well tolerated as monotherapy. The early 
discontinuation rates were notable, demonstrating a more favorable out-
come (fewer drop-outs) for combination therapy. Statistically significant
was the difference between groups regarding the withdrawal of consent (a
proxy measure of satisfaction with treatment): 25 (20%) of monotherapy
group withdrew consent versus 12 (10%) of combination therapy group
withdrew consent (P≤0.05). This study supports the conclusion that 
divalproex significantly enhances antipsychotic efficacy in patients with
schizophrenia. Of particular interest was the observation that adjunctive
divalproex resulted in faster improvement in psychopathology, including
positive symptoms. A responder analysis demonstrated that 50% of the
combination therapy group achieved a 20% reduction in total PANSS by
day 7. It took the antipsychotic monotherapy group 14 days to reach this
level of response (Figure 2).

Although the large study described above is the strongest evidence so
far on the utility of adjunctive valproate in the management of schizo-
phrenia, the results are not easily generalizable to treatment-refractory
patients because the selection criteria specifically excluded that 
population. In addition, the effect of valproate beyond 28 days remains
untested. Further trials of longer duration and with more chronically ill
patients will be needed.
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ANTIAGGRESSIVE ACTION OF VALPROATE

There is an expectation that adjunctive mood stabilizers can reduce
aggressive and impulsive behavior.37 A recent review of the use of val-
proate in violent and aggressive behaviors in a variety of diagnoses38 did
reveal a 77.1 % response rate (defined by a 50% reduction in target behav-
ior) based on 17 reports (164 patients), but included only 16 patients with
schizophrenia. The remainder had diagnoses of dementia (78 patients),
borderline personality disorder (37 patients), explosive temper and mood
lability in children and adolescents (20 patients), bipolar disorder 
(16 patients), mental retardation (8 patients), organic brain syndromes,
including brain injuries (7 patients), and schizoaffective disorder 
(2 patients). As expected, most of the studies were of the adjunctive use
of valproate, but 4 out of 17 studies included patients on valproate
monotherapy for the diagnoses of closed head injury, dementia, and 
borderline personality disorder. The predominant methodology was case
reports (10 reports, 31 patients), followed by retrospective chart reviews
(3 reports, 83 patients), and open-label studies (3 reports, 34 patients).
Only one double-blind study was described in the review, and it consist-
ed of 16 patients with borderline personality disorder.39,40

Regarding efficacy in controlling aggression among patients with 
schizophrenia, of the 16 patients with schizophrenia identified in this 
literature review,38 12 were from one retrospective case-control study that
included 35 patients with a wide variety of diagnoses.41 In that report, it
was noted that the number of hours spent in seclusion per week was less
for those patients receiving adjunctive valproate, but the best improve-
ment was observed in the patients with bipolar disorder or borderline
personality disorder. Another report, consisting of four patients with neu-
roleptic-resistant schizophrenia, found reduction in aggressive behavior
with adjunctive valproate.27 Another case report demonstrated a decrease
in aggression as measured by the Overt Aggression Scale (OAS) in a
patient with schizophrenia, but with a history of frontal lobotomy with
resulting cognitive deficits.42 Newly published is a retrospective uncon-
trolled study, where the effect of adjunctive divalproex on agitated and/or
violent behavior in schizophrenia in 147 patients was reported.43

Divalproex was preferentially prescribed for the more dangerous patients
(n = 40). The authors’ found that adjunctive divalproex facilitated a more
routine hospital course for agitated psychotic patients, similar to that of
less overtly disturbed individuals. New evidence includes a one-year
open-label prospective trial of adjunctive valproate with olanzapine in 
10 patients with paranoid schizophrenia, demonstrating statistically sig-
nificant reductions in hostility.44 The average daily dose of olanzapine was
19 mg/day, and that for valproate 1425 mg/day (with an average valproate
plasma level of 76.8 µg/ml). In another report presented as a poster at a
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US national meeting, 100 patient records were examined retrospectively,
and the documentation of aggressive episodes was rated using the OAS.45

Only patients with schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder were includ-
ed. After a baseline period of three months, comparisons were made on
OAS scores at baseline versus scores at months 1-3 and months 4-6 after
the prescribing of valproate. Statistically significant decreases in aggres-
sive behavior were noted compared to baseline. The average daily 
valproate dose at the end of six months was 1220 mg. Antipsychotic
dosage had not changed significantly.

Since Lindenmayer and Kotsaftis’ review,38 there have been additional
double-blind reports on the antiaggressive action of valproate.46-50 There
is a six-week, double-blind, placebo-controlled trial of valproate in 
20 children and adolescents with explosive temper and mood lability
where valproate was superior to placebo.46 In another placebo-controlled,
double-blind study in 30 women with borderline personality disorder 
and comorbid bipolar II disorder, divalproex significantly decreased irri-
tability, anger, and impulsive aggressiveness over a six-month treatment
period.47 Efficacy in reducing impulsive aggression and irritability in
patients with Cluster B personality disorder (N=96), but not intermittent
explosive disorder (N=116), nor post-traumatic stress disorder (N=34)
was noted in a double-blind randomized study comparing divalproex
with placebo over a 12-week period.48 A negative report was also pub-
lished where a three-week trial of valproate was compared to placebo in a
double-blind cross-over study of 42 patients with dementia located on a
psychogeriatric short-stay ward at a psychiatric teaching hospital.49

Although secondary outcome measurements showed significant
improvement on restless, melancholic, and anxious behavior, no effect of
valproate over placebo on aggressive behavior was seen. This is in contrast
to a six-week parallel-group randomized double-blind trial where 
56 nursing home patients with agitation and dementia were treated with
either placebo or individualized doses of divalproex, resulting in statisti-
cally significant reductions in agitation for those randomized to receiving
divalproex.50

A post-hoc secondary analysis51 of the study by Casey et al36 found
that combination therapy with divalproex had significantly greater anti-
hostility effect at days 3 and 7 than antipsychotic monotherapy (P<.05),
as measured by the PANSS hostility item. The effect on hostility
appears statistically independent of antipsychotic effect on other
PANSS items that reflect delusional thinking, a formal thought 
disorder, or hallucinations.

Thus the evidence for valproate as an antiaggressive agent in schizo-
phrenia is limited. Double-blind, placebo-controlled studies of adjunctive
valproate among persistently aggressive patients with schizophrenia 
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are necessary, similar to studies already done with patients who have 
borderline personality disorder,40,47,48 disruptive adolescents,46 and patients
with dementia.49,50 Such studies are difficult to do because of methodolog-
ical concerns, such as the relative rarity of aggressive events, need for large
sample size, need for lengthy baseline and trial periods, and problems with
selection/consent bias.52 Nevertheless, attempts should be made given the
high utilization of adjunctive valproate in patients with schizophrenia8 and
the clinical impression that this treatment approach is effective in decreas-
ing agitation and aggression.3

EXTENT OF EVIDENCE AS COMPARED

TO OTHER MOOD STABILIZERS

How does valproate compare with other mood stabilizers in terms of
efficacy in treating patients with schizophrenia? Although lithium is a
useful medication for patients with bipolar or schizoaffective disorder,
the effectiveness of lithium therapy in schizophrenia is not established. In
a double-blind, placebo- controlled, parallel-design clinical trial in 
21 patients with nonaffective, antipsychotic, nonresponsive schizophre-
nia, the addition of lithium afforded no advantage over treatment with
haloperidol alone.53 When lithium was added to antipsychotics for 
the treatment of resistant schizophrenic patients classified as “dangerous,
violent, or criminal”, no benefits were seen after four weeks of adjunctive
lithium.54 However, there are case reports of patients with paranoid 
schizophrenia with aggressive or disorderly behaviors who have respond-
ed to the addition of lithium to their antipsychotic treatment, then 
deteriorated after the lithium was discontinued, but subsequently
improved when it was reinstituted.55

The utilization rate of carbamazepine among patients with schizophre-
nia has been decreasing,8 perhaps because alternatives such as valproate are
easier to manage because carbamazepine induces its own metabolism.
Nonetheless, carbamazepine has been utilized for the management 
of persistent aggressive behavior in patients with schizophrenia (and
schizoaffective disorder). The evidence for efficacy comes mostly from
small trials or case reports,35,56-61 but the results of a larger trial (N=162) 
are also available.62 In this latter report, a randomized clinical trial of 
carbamazepine in patients with DSM-II schizophrenia or schizoaffective
disorder, there was a failure to detect significant improvement on the total
BPRS. However, differences did emerge among the items of suspicious-
ness, uncooperativeness, and excitability.

Aside from valproate and carbamazepine, the only other anticonvulsant
for which double-blind, randomized data are available in patients with
schizophrenia is lamotrigine. Adjunctive lamotrigine may be effective in
the management of treatment-resistant schizophrenia, as demonstrated
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in a recent report of a small (N=34) double-blind, placebo-controlled,
crossover trial.63 Patients who had failed clozapine monotherapy received
lamotrigine (200 mg/day) for up to 12 weeks. Adjunctive lamotrigine
resulted in the improvement of positive, but not negative, symptoms.

There are no randomized clinical trials reported for gabapentin or 
topiramate in patients with schizophrenia, although retrospective reports
exist,64-68 and not all of them favorable.66,68 These latter reports are caution-
ary in that the patients suffered general worsening of psychosis with
gabapentin,66 or deterioration in both positive and negative symptoms of
schizophrenia with topiramate.68 For gabapentin, there is no evidence to
support its widespread use in patients with schizophrenia, which in 1998
exceeded that for carbamazepine within psychiatric centers operated by the
State of New York.8 No reports have been found, anecdotal or otherwise,
favorable or unfavorable, regarding the adjunctive use of oxcarbazepine in
patients with schizophrenia.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Additional clinical research in the use of adjunctive valproate and other
anticonvulsants in patients with schizophrenia is desirable. It is remarkable
that adjunctive valproate at the onset of treatment of an acute episode of
schizophrenia can result in a more rapid diminution of psychopathology,
in particular positive symptoms. The effects beyond 28 days need to be
assessed and such work is currently underway. Additional studies 
examining the utility of adjunctive valproate in more chronic populations
would be helpful to support the current widespread use in this population.
A tantalizing finding was that adjunctive lamotrigine lessened positive
symptoms in patients with schizophrenia who have failed clozapine. This
may be the case for valproate as well and needs to be tested with an appro-
priately designed study. Care must be taken to exclude patients with
schizoaffective disorder or bipolar disorder because not doing so would
make results difficult to interpret.

The extended release formulation of divalproex may be taken once a day,
and thus may improve adherence to treatment. Studies investigating
switching strategies from regular (delayed release) divalproex are under-
way, and will help answer the question whether or not the small difference
in bioavailability has any clinical implications.

CONCLUSIONS

Anticonvulsants, in particular valproate, are extensively used as adjunctive
agents for the treatment of schizophrenia. Evidence supporting this use
comes from case reports, open-label studies, and double-blind, randomized
clinical trials. Evidence is strongest for the use of the combination of atyp-
ical antipsychotics and divalproex at the onset of treatment for an acute
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episode of schizophrenia. Although not as compelling, randomized clinical
trials have also been conducted for the adjunctive use of carbamazepine or
lamotrigine in schizophrenia. There are no such trials for gabapentin or
topiramate, and case reports for both of these agents are 
conflicting. There is an absence of information regarding oxcarbazepine
and schizophrenia.

Adjunctive valproate appears to preferentially reduce the positive 
symptoms of schizophrenia, and this was also observed with other 
anticonvulsants such as lamotrigine. Further research into these effects, as
well as on aggressivity, is anticipated. Given the extent of use of adjunc-
tive anticonvulsants in the hospitalized mentally ill, this population also
needs to be included in future clinical research. Treatment adherence may
be enhanced with new formulations such as the once-daily extended-
release preparation of divalproex. ✤
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