CORRESPONDENCE

patients in contact with services during an
index month, as well as selected groups
who were not in contact with services in
the index month, but had been in the pre-
vious 3 years. Also included was a group
ascertained through ‘marginal’ services,
such as homeless shelters.

The study established diagnoses, symp-
toms, disability and service utilisation for
each participant. In terms of medication,
around half were on ‘typical’ antipsy-
chotics, with half of these being adminis-
tered in depot form. A further 8.3% were
on clozapine, 13.3% on risperidone and
8.8% on olanzapine. Demographic and ill-
ness parameters did not distinguish medi-
cation groups,
across different service providers. Clozapine
tended to be used in patients with a long
illness duration, compared with other
agents.

Patients reported a mean of around 3.5
of a possible 14 medication side-effects.
Some 83% of those using depot medication
reported side-effects, compared with 79%
of those using typical oral medication.
Patients on depot preparations of typical
antipsychotics reported the highest rates

although usage varied

of akathisia, and were also least likely to
perceive their medication as helpful; in-
deed, 17% rated it as ‘not helpful’ v. 12%
of those on oral typical antipsychotics,
10% of those on olanzapine/risperidone
and 5% of those on clozapine.

Thus, in unselected patient populations,
patient perception of depot medications
appears less favourable than the studies
reviewed by Walburn et al might lead us
to believe. Clinicians should attempt to
enhance adherence to antipsychotics by
means other than necessarily resorting to
depot medication.
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Depot injections and nut allergy

Many clinicians may be unaware of the use
of nut oil as a vehicle within antipsychotic
depot preparations. We report a case of
possible coconut hypersensitivity which
occurred during with  flu-
penthixol decanoate.

treatment

An elderly woman with a diagnosis of
paranoid schizophrenia was commenced
on a 3-weekly depot of flupenthixol
decanoate (20mg). After 5 months (seven
injections), she complained of soreness
and swelling around the injection site. The
depot was subsequently administered at a
different site and in a lower volume of oil.
Within 1 hour, she experienced intense
local irritation and a generalised pruritus.
Her systemic symptoms began to resolve
within 24 hours, but continued scratching
at the injection site led to a localised infec-
tion. Since then she has refused further
depot medication and is hostile towards
psychiatric services. Enquiries revealed that
all depot preparations of flupenthixol
contain coconut oil.

The symptoms described by the patient
might be attributable to a late hypersensi-
tivity reaction to flupenthixol decanoate,
but they may also be a manifestation of a
previously undiagnosed coconut allergy.
The patient has refused to be tested for
specific immunoglobulin E antibodies to
coconut and is guarded when questioned
about her dietary habits. Although coconut
hypersensitivity is relatively rare, coconut
allergens show immunological cross-reactiv-
ity with both soy and walnut proteins
(Teuber & Peterson, 1999). The prevalence
of allergies to peanut and tree nut (e.g. wal-
nut, brazil nut) is increasing (Sicherer et al,
2000). Similarly, the number of reported
cases of hypersensitivity to sesame seed
and sesame oil has risen in recent years
(Levy & Danon, 2001). In sensitised
individuals, non-ingestion exposure to food
allergens results in less-severe reactions
than are observed following inhalation or
ingestion (Sicherer et al, 1999).

Depot preparations consist of an ester
of the antipsychotic drug in a solution of
coconut oil (flupenthixol, zuclopenthixol)
or sesame oil (haloperidol, pipothiazine,
fluphenazine). Currently, the British
National Formulary (British Medical Asso-
ciation & Royal Pharmaceutical Society of
Great Britain, 2001) provides no infor-
mation regarding the oils used in depot
preparations. Individual drug datasheets
can also be misleading: coconut oil is
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referred to as ‘vegetable oil’ in the flu-
penthixol datasheet. Although guidelines
regarding the labelling of food products
are sometimes seen as overinclusive, they al-
low consumers to make an informed choice.
Depot medications are in widespread use,
particularly in patients with a history of
non-compliance (Adams et al, 2001). To
avoid further alienating such patients from
psychiatric services, it is essential that both
clinicians and patients are able to make
informed treatment decisions. This can only
occur if the constituents of depot prepara-
tions, particularly those relating to nut and
seed products, are more clearly labelled.
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Stigma, suicide and religion

A comment by Tadros & Jolly (2001) that
‘Hinduism and Buddhism, among other
Eastern religions, have not had a tradition-
ally negative view of suicide’ is not totally
correct. According to Hinduism, ‘The law
of action is inexorable and inescapable. It
is not bound by the chain of time. If you
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