Change in Lithium therapeutic and critical limits

The therapeutic reference range for Lithium (Li) for patients ≥ 65 years has been lowered to 0.2 – 0.8 mmol/L from 0.5 – 1.2 mmol/L.  Correspondingly, the critical limit has been lowered to 1.0 mmol/L from 1.5 mmol/L. For patients < 65 years, the reference range and critical limit will remain unchanged at 0.5 – 1.2 mmol/L and 2.0 mmol/L, respectively. There has been no change to the Li methodology at LifeLabs; instead these changes were prompted by expert opinion and a review of the literature regarding the use of Lithium in the elderly, who may exhibit signs of Li toxicity at levels usually tolerated by younger patients.

The differences between younger and older patients include reduced volume of drug distribution and reduced renal clearance in the elderly, and interactions with other drugs commonly used in the elderly, such as diuretics, ACE inhibitors, and NSAIDs.  Moreover, the proportion of body water, where most of the Li resides, decreases with age, thus raising the concentration for a given dose within that compartment.

Of course, there is a continuum of tolerability for Li in advancing age and some elderly patients maintained at concentrations up to 1.2 mmol/L without ill effects may not require any dose adjustments. However, others may benefit from adequate control with fewer side effects at a lower dose.
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