Today's story comes from The Seattle Times, via The Associated Press, and is titled, "Doctors weigh ER visits from ADHD drug use."  The article discusses accidental overdoses and side effects warranting visits to U.S. emergency departments.  Most of these untoward events occurred in children, and is addressed in this week's edition of The New England Journal of Medicine.
 

In 1999, a seminal multi-site trial, was published, called the MTA study (Multimodal Treatment study of children with ADHD). This study, considered the largest and most comprehensive treatment study of ADHD ever conducted, showed that reliably administered stimulant medications (methylphenidate or "Ritalin" in this study) were essential in the most optimal management of ADHD, relative to behavioral management, community-standard-medication-management, or placebo management (there were actually 4 arms of the study), with combination of medications and behavior management a bit better than just reliable medication management.
 

Since then (and before then), the stimulant medications have been under increasing scrutiny regarding safety.  This is HIGHLY controversial, and by and large, the medical community considers the potential risks to the medications to be very remote, and to be far outweighed by the potential benefits.  Nevertheless, there have been FDA special committee statements, consideration of "black box" warnings on stimulant medications, and even a temporary ban in Canada on the marketing of Adderall (the only other common stimulant option, although others are available, including Dexedrine and methamphetamine, as well as Cylert).  
 

Always remember the consider the potential risks in NOT treating ADHD (including increased risk for drug use, car accidents, academic failure, impulsive sexual behaviors and fighting etc, etc.).
 

For articles regarding both sides of the Black Box Warning on stimulants, see the following resources:
 

READINGS:
Go to http://depts.washington.edu/dbpeds
Select "Readings and Professional Resources"
Enter Username and Password
Select "ADHD"
You'll find several articles that address this issue.
 

RESOURCES FOR YOUR PATIENTS/FAMILIES:
Go to http://depts.washington.edu/dbpeds
Select "Resources for Community"
Select "Medication - Psychiatric"
There are 2 listings
 

RESOURCES/BOOKS FOR YOUR PATIENTS/FAMILIES:
Straight Talk About Psychiatric Medications For Kids - 2nd ed.
by Timothy Wilens, M.D.
copyright 2004
 

And that's today's Developmental/Behavioral Pediatrics - IN THE NEWS!
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Doctors weigh ER visits from ADHD drug use

By Linda A. Johnson

The Associated Press

Accidental overdoses and side effects from attention-deficit drugs likely send thousands of children and adults to emergency rooms, according to the first national estimates of the problem.

Scientists at the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimated problems with the stimulant drugs drive nearly 3,100 people to ERs each year. Nearly two-thirds — overdoses and accidental use — could be prevented by parents locking the pills away, the researchers say.

Other patients had side effects, including potential cardiac problems such as chest pain, stroke, high blood pressure and fast heart rate.

Concerns over those effects have led some doctors to urge the Food and Drug Administration to require a "black box" warning, its most serious warning, on package inserts for drugs such as Ritalin, Concerta and Adderall. Yet even doctors advising the FDA don't agree on whether that's warranted.

The issue was discussed in a series of letters in today's New England Journal of Medicine, including some from doctors worried about the dangers of not treating attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.

"The numbers [of side effects] are puny compared to the numbers of stimulant prescriptions per year," said Dr. Tolga Taneli, a child and adolescent psychiatrist at the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey in Newark. "I'm not alarmed."

An estimated 3.3 million Americans who are 19 or younger and nearly 1.5 million ages 20 and older are taking ADHD medicines.

Twenty-five deaths linked to ADHD drugs, 19 involving children, were reported to the FDA from 1999 through 2003. Fifty-four other cases of serious heart problems, including heart attacks and strokes, were also reported. Some of the patients had prior heart problems.

Still, there hasn't been a clear estimate of the scope of side effects. The CDC report, while not a rigorous scientific study, attempts to provide that by using a new hospital surveillance network.

From August 2003 through December 2005, the researchers counted 188 ER visits for problems with the drugs at the 64 hospitals in the network, a representative sample of ERs monitored to spot drug side effects. Extrapolating to all U.S. hospitals, the researchers estimated 3,075 ER visits occur each year.

Doctors linked the use of stimulant ADHD drugs to 73 patients with side effects or allergic reactions. An additional 115 accidentally swallowed ADHD pills or took too much.

"These are cases where a young child took someone else's medication or they took too much of their own," CDC epidemiologist Dr. Adam Cohen said of the second group.

Nearly 1 in 5 patients was admitted to the hospital, 1 in 5 needed stomach pumping or treatment with medicines, and 1 in 7 had cardiac symptoms.

Besides cardiac problems, common symptoms included abdominal pain, rashes and spasms, and muscle pain or weakness, Cohen said. No patients died.

