
PSEUDOBULBAR AFFECT

Overview:

This condition also known as Pathological laughter and crying, or PBA, is 
characterised by episodes of sudden uncontrollable and sometime inappropriate 
laughter or crying. PBA often occurs in people with certain neurological conditions or 
injuries which may affect the way the brain controls emotion. This condition often 
goes undiagnosed or is mistaken for other mood disorders.  

If you have this condition you will experience emotions normally, but you will 
sometimes express them in an exaggerated or inappropriate way. As a result this 
condition can be embarrassing or disruptive to you in your day to day life.

This condition was highlighted in the 2019 movie 'Joker' portrayed by Joaquin 
Phoenix. Where throughout the film you can watch this condition portrayed through 
his fits of uncontrollable laughter, the way it affects his life daily and the reactions of 
the general public around him during an episode.

These episodes can occur several times a day or many times a month. A person with 
this condition may feel happy but start crying uncontrollably or sad but won't be able 
to stop laughing.



Symptoms:
•Sudden intense fits of laughing or crying that cannot be controlled

•Laughter or crying which doesn't seem right for the situation

•Outbursts of frustration and anger

•Facial expressions that don't match emotions

•Involuntary laughter or crying which doesn't match a person's mood

•Anxiety when in public

Causes:

Scientists believe this condition may be a result from damage to your prefrontal 
cortex, the area of your brain which controls emotions. Damage to other parts of your 
brain, as well as changes in brain chemicals linked to depression and hyper moods 
(mania) may also be involved.

Other brain conditions linked to PBA include: 

•Alzheimer's disease

•Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS)

•Brain tumours

•Dementia

•Multiple sclerosis (MS)

•Parkinson's disease

•Traumatic brain injury



Treatment:

This condition is often misdiagnosed as depression, bipolar disorder, generalized 
anxiety disorder, schizophrenia, personality disorder or epilepsy. 

When diagnosed correctly the goal of treatment is to help lower the severity and 
frequency of episodes as there is currently no cure. Your doctor may prescribe you 
antidepressants to help control the symptoms of this condition. These are usually 
prescribed at lower doses for PBA than for a person with depression.

The other treatment option is Dextromethorphan hydrobromide and quinidine sulfate 
(Nuedexta) which is the only medication approved by the FDA to treat PBA. A study 
showed people taking this medication had around half as many laughing and crying 
attacks as those taking the placebo.


