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Letter to the Editor

Safe Use of Atypical Antipsychotics in a Patient  
With Postpartum Psychosis and a History  
of Seronegative Myasthenia Gravis

To the Editor: It has been established that antipsychotic 
medications have multiple receptor-binding properties that lead 
to challenges in their use in the treatment of patients with other 
medical comorbidities. One such interaction is an inhibitory effect 
on acetylcholine receptors. In vitro studies1 have demonstrated 
that first-generation antipsychotics, such as chlorpromazine, 
have significant interactions at acetylcholine receptors that 
may exacerbate symptoms of patients with myasthenia gravis 
(MG). This potential interaction was realized in subsequent 
case reports2,3 of patients diagnosed with seropositive MG who 
had worsening of their symptoms to the point of respiratory 
suppression once administered antipsychotics. There are also 
case reports2 of antipsychotics unmasking MG in patients who 
lacked such a prior diagnosis. These findings raise concern 
for health care providers, as MG is thought to primarily affect 
nicotinic receptors, whereas activity of antipsychotics is thought 
to focus at muscarinic receptors. With increasing awareness of 
these risks, lists of “medications to avoid” in MG patients have 
been published,4 which include almost the entire repertoire of 
psychotropics available for treating psychotic symptoms. Here, we 
report the first documented case of the safe management of an 
acutely psychotic patient who had a prior diagnosis of seronegative 
MG.

Case report. A woman in her thirties was admitted to our 
hospital 3 weeks postpartum for manic symptoms and systematized 
persecutory delusions. The patient’s psychiatric history was 
remarkable for a brief depressive episode 5 years prior resolving 
with no treatment. Her family history was significant for depression 
in her mother and schizophrenia in her maternal grandfather. Her 
medical history was significant for seronegative MG diagnosed 
at age 30 years in the context of positive symptoms, negative 
antibody titers, thyroid studies and chest computed tomography, 
and significant improvement on a trial of pyridostigmine. She 
self-discontinued pyridostigmine after 30 months of treatment but 
continued neurology follow-up for symptoms of intermittent mild 
ocular MG. She chose to continue this plan of care throughout her 
pregnancy. The patient did not experience a worsening of her MG 
symptoms during the pregnancy or delivery, and the infant was 
born with no neonatal myasthenic symptoms.

At admission to the psychiatry unit, the patient’s complete 
blood count, electrolytes, thyroid function tests, urinalysis, drug 
screen, vitamin B12 and folate levels, and physical examination 
were unremarkable. She was taking no medications and was 
breastfeeding. She was started on low-dose quetiapine extended 
release. The neurology team evaluated the patient and found no 
evidence of exacerbation of her MG. Repeat assessment of her 
antibody titers was also negative. On day 8, she refused an increase 
in her dose of quetiapine, complaining of excessive sedation, and 

was transitioned to olanzapine 10 mg daily on day 9. The patient’s 
symptoms improved within 2 days, and she was discharged on day 
11. At outpatient follow-up, the patient continued to be in remission 
from her manic symptoms on olanzapine and experienced no 
exacerbations of her MG or any other anticholinergic symptoms.

The severity of MG symptoms in patients without thymectomy is 
independent of serology, thus treatment of seronegative MG would 
be similar to seropositive cases.4,5 However, there is no published 
literature demonstrating comparative sensitivity to antipsychotics 
in seropositive versus seronegative MG. Despite the anticholinergic 
properties of olanzapine and quetiapine,6,7,8 we were able to treat 
our seronegative MG patient with antipsychotic medications in the 
postpartum period with no exacerbation of her MG. It should be 
noted that the patient had a mild case of MG with few symptoms 
and an unremarkable effect of pregnancy and postpartum state on 
her MG. These results cannot be generalized to more severe cases 
of MG, and further research is needed to determine the safety of 
antipsychotic treatment in such cases.

RefeRences

 1. McQuillen MP, Gross M, Johns RJ. Chlorpromazine-induced weakness in 
myasthenia gravis. Arch Neurol. 1963;8(3):286–290. PubMed doi:10.1001/archneur.1963.00460030070006

 2. Wilson CL, Ferguson J. Myasthenia gravis unmasked by antipsychotic 
medication. Prog Neurol Psychiatry. 2013;17(1):17–19. doi:10.1002/pnp.264

 3. Chiu YH, Yang AC, Chern CH, et al. Myasthenic crisis may mimic 
antipsychotic-induced extrapyramidal syndromes. J Neuropsychiatry Clin 
Neurosci. 2011;23(2):E36–E37. PubMed doi:10.1176/jnp.23.2.jnpe36

 4. Mehrizi M, Fontem RF, Gearhart TR, et al. Medications and Myasthenia 
Gravis (A Reference for Health Care Professionals). Indianapolis, IN: 
Myasthenia Gravis Foundation of America; 2012.

 5. Romi F, Aarli JA, Gilhus NE. Seronegative myasthenia gravis: disease 
severity and prognosis. Eur J Neurol. 2005;12(6):413–418. PubMed doi:10.1111/j.1468-1331.2005.01137.x

 6. Stahl SM, ed. Antipsychotic agents. Stahl’s Essential Psychopharmacology. 
1st ed. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press; 2002:173.

 7. Pharmacist’s Letter/Prescriber’s Letter. PL Detail-Document: Drugs with 
anticholinergic activity. December 2011. Pharmacists letter website. 
http://pharmacistsletter.therapeuticresearch.com/pl/ArticleDD.aspx?nidc
hk=1&cs=&s=PL&pt=5&fpt=6&dd=271223&pb=PRL& 
AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1. Accessed April 11, 2016.

 8. Goldstein JM, Brecher M. Clarification of anticholinergic effects of 
quetiapine. J Clin Psychiatry. 2000;61(9):680. PubMed doi:10.4088/JCP.v61n0914g

Stuart Kyllo, LT, MC, USNa

stuart.d.kyllo.mil@mail.mil
Daniel McBride, BSa

Miranda Chakos, MDa

aDepartment of Psychiatry, Naval Medical Center Portsmouth, Portsmouth, 
Virginia
Potential conflicts of interest: None.
Funding/support: None.
Disclaimer: The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and do 
not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the Department of the 
Navy, Department of Defense, or the United States Government. 
Patient consent: Consent was received from the patient to publish this case.
Published online: July 6, 2017.
Prim Care Companion CNS Disord 2017;19(4):16l02050
https://doi.org/10.4088/PCC.16l02050
© Copyright 2017 Physicians Postgraduate Press, Inc.


