
1 

 

Is Medication Causing Your Weight Gain? 
 

Some medications can cause increased appetite and weight gain. Find out which 

drugs are to blame and how to avoid this common side effect.  

By Dennis Thompson, Jr. 

Medically reviewed by Lindsey Marcellin, MD, MPH 

When making the lifestyle changes necessary for effective weight loss, you need to make sure that the 

medications you take aren't undermining your efforts. There are a number of drugs that include weight gain as a 

side effect, which can be more frustrating than reaching that dreaded dieter's plateau.  

That's not to say that every one of these drugs will contribute to weight gain in everyone who takes them. 

"People can have individual responses to these medications," says Christine Gerbstadt, MD, RD, spokesperson 

for the American Dietetic Association.  

Medication Side Effects: Psychiatric Drugs  

The following drugs are all known to cause weight gain by either altering your metabolism or boosting feelings 

of hunger.  

 Antidepressants. Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, or SSRIs, are a front-line prescription for 

depression and other conditions like obsessive-compulsive disorder. Unfortunately, weight gain is a potential 

side effect for these drugs, particularly for paroxetene (Paxil). Older antidepressant medications like lithium, 

tricyclic antidepressants, and irreversible monoamine oxidase inhibitors (MAOIs) also are associated with 

weight gain.  

 Antipsychotics. Researchers have found that older and newer antipsychotic medications alike are 

linked to weight gain. They include thioridazine, clozapine (Clozaril), olanzapine (Zyprexa), risperidone 

(Risperdal), and sertindole (Serdolect).  

If a psychiatric drug is causing weight gain, consult your doctor about switching to another medication. "There 

are so many to choose from that it's easy to find an alternative," says Gerbstadt.  

Medication Side Effects: Corticosteroids  

Doctors use corticosteroids to reduce inflammation. They are very effective in relieving pain in joints, tendons, 

and muscles. They also are used in the treatment of arthritis and other rheumatic diseases, and for severe 

asthma. Prednisone (Deltasone), dexamethasone (Decadron, Hexadrol), methylprednisolone (Medrol), 

prednisolone (Prelone, Pediapred), and hydrocortisone (Acticort, Cortef) are some prescription choices in this 

group.  

Unfortunately, they also can prompt weight gain. Corticosteroids are known to boost appetite, causing your 

calorie intake to go up, and to promote the creation of fat deposits in your abdomen, chest, face, and back of 

your neck.  
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If you are undergoing corticosteroid treatment, doctors recommend that you watch your diet and exercise 

regularly to keep from gaining too much weight. In general, corticosteroid treatment is not meant to be long-term, 

and extra weight can be shed once treatment ends.  

Medication Side Effects: Diabetes Treatment  

Insulin and other types of medications taken by people with diabetes can cause weight gain:  

 Insulin can cause low blood sugar, also known as hypoglycemia, which can in turn increase your 

appetite.  

 Sulfonylureas, drugs that stimulate insulin secretion in the pancreas, also can account for an appetite 

boost as they cause hypoglycemia. Among prescribed sulfonylureas are chlorpropamide (Diabinese), 

glimepiride (Amaryl), glipizide (Glucotrol), and glyburides (DiaBeta, Glynase, Micronase).  

 Thiazolidinediones, such as pioglitazone (Actos) and rosiglitazone (Avandia), which help lower the 

body's insulin resistance, can cause fat cells to enlarge by making them store more fatty acids from the 

blood. These drugs also prompt fluid retention.  

If you suspect that a medication may be behind your weight gain, talk with your doctor, suggests Gerbstadt. By 

making adjustments to your drug regimen, side effects often can be lessened. And do your best to help yourself 

by undertaking a healthy diet and regular exercise routine.  
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