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As an inpatient psychiatrist, I see the lucky ones—those who are still alive. Many
of these patients struggle with chronic suicidality and shouldn’t be prescribed
large quantities of medication as a matter of safety. Yet with regularity they tell
me their insurers wouldn’t pay for smaller amounts. I know this problem well,
encountering it frequently when prescribing.

Intentional overdose is the most common method of attempting suicide in the
U.S., and the third most common cause of suicide, resulting in 6,554 deaths in
2017. It’s also on the rise, especially among youths. From 2010 to 2018 the annual
number of intentional overdoses rose 299% among 10- to 12-year-olds and 126%
among 13- to 15-year-olds.

Psychiatric drugs play an outsize role in intentional overdoses. Antidepressants,
for example, contribute to 45% of suicides involving prescription drugs.

One of the most important
interventions physicians make to
prevent suicide is limiting the
quantities of medication prescribed
to patients at risk. This is
particularly true for psychiatrists,
who routinely treat people who have
attempted suicide or have conditions
that make them prone to impulsive
overdoses. Prescribing conservative

quantities to these patients is standard practice.

Since 2008, however, insurers and pharmacy-benefit managers have made a
vigorous push to require physicians to write 90-day prescriptions instead of the
once-typical 30-day course. Giving out three times as many drugs at once saves
insurers money by decreasing dispensing fees and, in general, improving health
outcomes. The three-month duration is convenient for patients and means fewer
missed doses.

All the same, prescribing 90-days’ worth of medication poses unwarranted risks
for potentially suicidal patients. Yet few insurers have streamlined processes for
physicians to obtain insurance coverage for smaller medication quantities.
Physicians must make repeated phone calls and faxes, diverting valuable time
away from patient care—and even still, insurers frequently deny our requests for
lesser quantities.

In 2012 the American Psychiatric Association formally asked insurers to allow
physicians flexibility in determining medication quantities. Few listened and the
scope of the problem has only grown.

Many U.S. states, including West Virginia and Ohio, now allow pharmacists to
convert 30-day prescriptions with refills to 90-day prescriptions at their
discretion. In some states, physicians can prevent this by writing “dispense as
written” on the prescription. But in large chain pharmacies across the country,
staff members are under pressure from employers to convert customer
prescriptions to 90-day supplies. As a result, these instructions are routinely
ignored.

That such an obvious problem hasn’t attracted more attention from insurers or
lawmakers suggests that mental health is still an afterthought for too many.
That’s unfortunate—and irresponsible. Reducing health-care expenditures is
important, but costs can be trimmed without putting patients’ lives in jeopardy.
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Dr. Barnett is a psychiatrist at the Cleveland Clinic.
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