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Desvenlafaxine Versus Venlafaxine for the 
Treatment of Adult Patients With Major 
Depressive Disorder: A Review

Key Messages
• Desvenlafaxine does not appear to be more clinically 

effective than venlafaxine for the treatment of adult 
patients with major depressive disorder (based on limited 
evidence).

• The cost-effectiveness of desvenlafaxine compared with 
venlafaxine for the treatment of adult patients with major 
depressive disorder is unknown.

Context
Major depressive disorder (MDD) is a chronic condition 
characterized by at least two weeks of depressed mood or 
a reduced interest or pleasure in the activities of daily living. 
Other symptoms can include changes in weight, appetite, and/
or sleep; fatigue or loss of energy; feelings of worthlessness or 
inappropriate guilt; inability to concentrate; and recurrent thoughts 
of death or suicide. In Canada, 4.7% of the population report MDD 
symptoms in a given year, and 11.3% of Canadians will experience 
MDD at some point in their lives. MDD can affect a person’s ability 
to function normally and is the second-leading cause of disability 
worldwide. As a result, the economic impact of the disorder is 
considerable due to its treatment costs and to lost productivity.

Technology
Serotonin-norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRIs) are a 
first-line drug option for the treatment of MDD. They work by 
increasing the levels of the neurotransmitters serotonin and 
norepinephrine in the brain. Both of these neurotransmitters play 
an important role in mood. 

Venlafaxine was the first-available SNRI and is considered 
to be one of the most effective antidepressants available. 
Desvenlafaxine is the primary metabolite of venlafaxine, and it is 
thought that it might have some advantages over venlafaxine. For 
example, it could result in more stable plasma concentrations and 
fewer drug interactions and, theoretically, because desvenlafaxine 
is better at increasing serotonin and norepinephrine levels, there is 
a possibility it could be more effective.

Issue
A review of the evidence on the clinical and cost-effectiveness of 
desvenlafaxine compared with venlafaxine for the treatment of 
adult patients with MDD will help inform treatment decisions.

Methods
A limited literature search was conducted of key resources, and 
titles and abstracts of the retrieved publications were reviewed. 
Full-text publications were evaluated for final article selection 
according to predetermined selection criteria (population, 
intervention, comparator, outcomes, and study designs).

Results
The literature search identified 307 citations, with no additional 
articles identified from other sources. Of these, three systematic 
reviews met the criteria for inclusion in this review.
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Read more about CADTH and its review of 
desvenlafaxine versus venlafaxine for the 
treatment of adult patients with major de-
pressive disorder at: 

cadth.ca/desvenlafaxine-versus-venlafaxine-treatment-
adult-patients-major-depressive-disorder-review-0

cadth.ca

Questions or comments about 
CADTH or this In Brief?

Learn more: 
cadth.ca

Contact us: 
requests@cadth.ca

Follow us on Twitter: 
@CADTH_ACMTS

Subscribe to our E-Alert and New at CADTH newsletter: 
cadth.ca/subscribe

DISCLAIMER
This material is made available for informational purposes only and no representations or warranties are made with respect to its fitness for any particular 
purpose; this document should not be used as a substitute for professional medical advice or for the application of professional judgment in any decision-
making process. Users may use this document at their own risk. The Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health (CADTH) does not guarantee 
the accuracy, completeness, or currency of the contents of this document. CADTH is not responsible for any errors or omissions, or injury, loss, or damage 
arising from or relating to the use of this document and is not responsible for any third-party materials contained or referred to herein. This document is 
subject to copyright and other intellectual property rights and may only be used for non-commercial, personal use or private research and study.

ABOUT CADTH
CADTH is an independent, not-for-profit organization responsible for providing Canada’s 
health care decision-makers with objective evidence to help make informed decisions 
about the optimal use of drugs and medical devices in our health care system.
CADTH receives funding from Canada’s federal, provincial, and territorial governments, with the exception of Quebec.

Ce document est également disponible en français.
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