
One in Four Youth in US Child Welfare System
Prescribed Psychiatric Drugs, Three Times
Rate for Others, Government Says

A government report reveals that one in three (34%)

of adolescents ages 12-17 on Medicaid and in the

child welfare system were prescribed psychotropic

drugs, with half of them prescribed two or more.

Study is latest to find that children

traumatized by removal from their

families and homes are prescribed

powerful psychotropic drugs at high

rates.

WASHINGTON, DC, US, August 30, 2023

/EINPresswire.com/ -- A new

government study has found that one

in four Medicaid-enrolled children

under the age of 18 in the U.S. child

welfare system is prescribed one or

more powerful psychotropic drugs, a

rate three times higher than for other

Medicaid-enrolled children.  They are

also prescribed multiple psychotropic

drugs (polypharmacy) at a four times

higher rate.  The researchers

conducting the study cited concern

that although the safety and

effectiveness of psychotropic drugs

have not been clearly established for

young people, the drugs are prescribed to these vulnerable youth at high rates.

Staff at the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation in the U.S. Department

of Health and Human Services accessed the 2019 medical records of Medicaid-enrolled children

ages 3 to 17, analyzing data from the 719,908 children who were in the child welfare system

(receiving foster care, guardianship care, or adoption assistance) compared to the 31,472,608

who were not in child welfare.

The results of the study revealed that youth in the child welfare system on Medicaid were given

psychotropic drugs at a rate three times higher than for other youth on Medicaid, with half of

the child welfare youth prescribed two or more psychotropic drugs (polypharmacy), a rate four

http://www.einpresswire.com
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2808596


Children in the child welfare system who are

prescribed psychotropic drugs face the risk of drug

side effects complicating their ability to deal with the

disruption in their lives.

times higher than for other youth.  The

most common psychotropic drug

classes prescribed were stimulants

(ADHD drugs), antidepressants, and

antipsychotics.

“Of youths in the child welfare group,

26.25% had been prescribed a

psychotropic medication and 13.27%

experienced psychotropic

polypharmacy compared with 9.06%

and 3.11%, respectively, of other

Medicaid-enrolled youth,” according to

the research results published online in

JAMA Pediatrics,

The researchers observed that higher

rates of psychotropic drugging for

youth in the child welfare system were found at all ages, but especially for adolescents ages 12-

17, among whom one in three (34%) were on psychotropic drugs, roughly half (19%) of whom

were prescribed two or more, with these rates roughly two and four times higher, respectively,

High rates of psychotropic

prescription are concerning

because of the limited

safety and efficacy data for

individuals younger than 18

years.”

Laura F. Radel, MPP, U.S.

Department of Health and

Human Services

than for other Medicaid youth.

“High rates of psychotropic prescription are concerning

because of the limited safety and efficacy data for

individuals younger than 18 years,” wrote lead author

Laura F. Radel, MPP, noting also that there are “safety

concerns and uncertainties about these medications’ long-

term effects on brain development and metabolic adverse

effects.”  

Another recent study found a high rate of psychotropic

prescribing for foster children.  The analysis of medical

records for foster children in a region of Texas found that 35% of these youth were prescribed

one or more psychotropic drugs, a rate four times the rate of non-foster children (8%).

These studies come at a time of renewed scrutiny over the disproportionate prescribing of

psychotropic drugs to children and teens in the foster care system.  Psychotropic drugs expose

these young people to the risk of having to deal with the disruption in their lives while also

contending with drug side effects.  Some of the most serious adverse effects are significant

weight gain, diabetes, uncontrollable restlessness (akathisia), uncontrollable muscle movements

(tardive dyskinesia), heart problems, mania, violence, and suicidal thoughts and actions.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37204275


A 2015 investigation in five states by

the U.S. Department of Health and

Human Services Office of Inspector

General (OIG) found “serious quality-of-

care concerns in the treatment of

children with psychotropic

medications” in 67% of the Medicaid

claims it reviewed.  It found hundreds

of children were prescribed five or

more psychotropic drugs without any

scientific evidence to support the

regimen, or were prescribed drugs in

doses higher than approved maximum

levels.  Children under the age of 1

were also prescribed psychotropic

drugs, which the OIG said “have no

established use for mental health

conditions in infants and could result in

serious adverse effects.”  The OIG

report faulted states for their insufficient oversight of psychotropic prescriptions for foster

children.

A subsequent OIG investigation in 2018 found that one in three foster children (34%) were

prescribed psychiatric drugs without the treatment plans or follow-up that the states are

required to provide.  The OIG report recommended more federal involvement to improve

compliance and strengthen state requirements to “help protect children who are at risk for

inappropriate treatment and inappropriate prescribing practices.” [1]

The newly released studies show that the overdrugging of foster children and other children in

the U.S. child welfare system continues.  The Citizens Commission on Human Rights (CCHR)

urgently calls on state and federal governments to act to protect children in the child welfare

system from the ongoing overprescribing of psychotropic drugs and the serious physical and

mental health risks the drugs pose for these children.

WARNING:  Anyone wishing to discontinue or change the dose of a psychiatric drug is cautioned

to do so only under the supervision of a physician because of potentially dangerous withdrawal

symptoms.

The Citizens Commission on Human Rights was co-founded in 1969 by members of the Church

of Scientology and the late psychiatrist and humanitarian Thomas Szasz, M.D., recognized by

many academics as modern psychiatry’s most authoritative critic, to eradicate abuses and

restore human rights and dignity to the field of mental health.  CCHR has been instrumental in

https://oig.hhs.gov/oei/reports/oei-07-12-00320.pdf
https://oig.hhs.gov/oei/reports/oei-07-12-00320.pdf


obtaining 228 laws against psychiatric abuse and violations of human rights worldwide.

The CCHR National Affairs Office in Washington, DC, has advocated for mental health rights and

protections at the state and federal level.  The CCHR traveling exhibit, which has toured 441

major cities worldwide and educated over 800,000 people on the history to the present day of

abusive and racist psychiatric practices, has been displayed at the Congressional Black Caucus

Foundation Annual Legislative Conference in Washington, DC, and at other locations.

[1] https://oig.hhs.gov/oei/reports/oei-07-15-00380.pdf
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