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ABSTRACT

Aims: Potentially inappropriate psychotropic medications (PIPMs) prescribed to older adults with psychi-
atric disorders can inadvertently affect their health. The use of standards and guidelines can ensure pru-
dent prescribing and minimize the risk of morbidities. This study assessed the pattern and prevalence of
prescription of PIPMs to older individuals in outpatient psychiatric settings in Saudi Arabia, using the
updated 2015 Beers criteria, as well as the probability of polypharmacy.
Methods: The study was conducted in the outpatient psychiatric clinics of the only psychiatric hospital in
Jazan region of Saudi Arabia. A retrospective cross-sectional review of electronic medical records was
undertaken during 2018 to assess PIPM use and psychotropic polypharmacy. Descriptive statistics were
generated and associations between PIPM use and baseline characteristics were assessed using multivari-
able logistic regression.
Results: Overall, 68% of 1300 older adults received PIPMs, and 77.7% were on psychotropic polypharmacy.
Amitriptyline, chlorpromazine, and trifluoperazine were extensively prescribed. Paroxetine (1.2%) and
benzodiazepines were prescribed to a smaller proportion of the patients. Elderly with schizophrenia
(AOR = 0.046, p < 0.001) and anxiety (AOR = 0.530, p = 0.036) were significantly less likely to have
PIPMs than those with dementia. Likewise, elderly with depression and anxiety were less likely to have
psychotropic polypharmacy as compared to those with dementia.
Conclusion: A substantial number of the elderly received PIPMs possibly based on implicit criteria. It is
therefore important to provide mental health care providers in the region with educational programs
to increase their awareness of PIPMs.
© 2021 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of King Saud University. This is an open access
article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

performance, raises the risk of emergency department admissions,
and increases their dependence on caregivers (Karandikar et al.,

The optimal use of prescription medications can improve the
quality of patient care. Medications become potentially inappropri-
ate when their harm is substantially more than the benefit
(Steinman et al., 2015). The use of such medications in elderly
patients increases the likelihood of infirmities, affects their overall
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2013, Skdldunger et al., 2015, Renom-Guiteras et al., 2018). More-
over, during ageing, a decline in functional capabilities can increase
the risk of toxicities (Lavan and Gallagher, 2016). A 30% reduction
in the metabolism of some drugs and 50% decrease in renal excre-
tion has been reported in over two-thirds of the population (Klotz,
2009).

To promote effective and safe treatment strategies among
elderly, clinicians often rely on tools such as the Beers criteria
(Panel et al., 2015) and STOPP criteria (O'Mahony et al., 2015) as
there is lack of substantive evidence through clinical trials. The
2015 updated Beers criteria are built on evidence-based informa-
tion and is an important resource on drugs to be avoided or used
cautiously in the elderly to prevent unintended harm. Importantly,
the Beers criteria are accepted by the American Geriatrics Society
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as an invaluable tool providing a list of pharmacotherapeutic
agents and drug categories that need to be used with caution or
avoided in the elderly (Panel et al.,, 2015). The Beers criteria
emphasize on the risk of using several classes of drugs, which
include long-acting benzodiazepines, tricyclic antidepressants,
and antimuscarinic medications in the elderly.

In the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the prevalence of potentially
inappropriate medication to be avoided was high. A study has
reported that 43% of the elderly in its sample were prescribed at
least one potentially inappropriate medication (Al-Omar et al.,
2013). Furthermore, Alhawassi et al. found that 57.6% of their sam-
ple of 4073 older adults were prescribed potentially inappropriate
medications (Alhawassi et al., 2019). Potentially inappropriate
medication prescriptions in these studies included cardiovascular
agents, antiarrhythmics, antidepressants, antipsychotics and
benzodiazepines.

Psychiatric morbidities are distinctly manifested in the elderly.
They mainly include mood disorders, cognitive impairment, and
anxiety. Antidepressants, benzodiazepines, and antipsychotics
serve as mainstay psychotropic medications for these disorders.
Several weeks of treatment will be required for symptomatic
remission which could be accompanied by adverse drug reactions.
For example, first-generation antipsychotics (FGAs) cause
extrapyramidal effects (Hgiberg and Nielsen, 2006), second-
generation antipsychotics produce agranulocytosis, and hyperlipi-
demia (Haddad and Sharma, 2007); hence, their chronic use pre-
disposes the elderly to cardiovascular mortality (Qato et al,,
2008). Moreover, about 65% of the elderly experience disequilib-
rium (Hobeika, 1999, Miijdeci et al., 2012, Lin and Bhattacharyya,
2012, Anson and Jeka, 2016) and the use of inappropriate psy-
chotropic medications augment the risk of fall-related injuries,
ultimately impacting their quality of life (Harrison et al., 2018,
Bulat and Castle, 2008). Johnell et al. have reported the increased
risk of falls with the use of antidepressants (Johnell et al., 2017).
Marcum et al. have identified the likelihood of falls among commu-
nity residing older adults with the use of selective serotonin reup-
take inhibitors (SSRIs) to be 1.6 (Marcum et al., 2016), while Du
et al. have stated that the likelihood of falls increases six times
with the use of SSRIs (Du et al., 2017). In addition, the presence
of concurrent diseases requires the simultaneous use of two or
more prescription drugs daily (Guaraldo et al., 2011), making them
more prone to drug therapy-related problems or leading to exacer-
bation of adverse drug reactions (Hajjar et al., 2007, Cantlay et al.,
2016).

Only a few studies have focused on the use of potentially inap-
propriate medications in the elderly in the Kingdom of Saudi Ara-
bia. Furthermore, no studies have focused on potentially
inappropriate psychotropic medications (PIPMs) in Saudi Arabia.
As the elderly are at-risk with the inappropriate use of psy-
chotropic medications, we primarily aimed to assess the pattern
of drugs prescribed to older individuals in psychiatric settings.
Besides, we also identified the prevalence of PIPMs based on the
updated 2015 Beers criteria and determined psychotropic
polypharmacy (Panel et al., 2015).

2. Research methods and design
2.1. Study design and setting

This study was a retrospective cross-sectional study conducted
by extracting 12-month data from the electronic medical records
database.

The health care system in Saudi Arabia encompasses primary,
secondary, and tertiary health care hospitals. These health care
facilities are government-funded and are accessible to all the citi-
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zens and legal residents. Patients with mental health disorders vis-
iting primary health care centers (PHCC) are referred to the
psychiatric hospital as PHCC have limited psychiatric health care
services (Al Habeeb and Qureshi, 2010, Koenig et al., 2014). Also,
tertiary care hospitals only serve as transit paths for patients to
the psychiatric hospital. Thus, psychiatric referrals can be from
PHCC or general hospitals, as it has a comprehensive setup to pro-
vide specialist mental health care services (Al Habeeb and Qureshi,
2010, Koenig et al., 2014). The psychiatric hospital is located on the
outskirts of Jazan region catering to the mental health care needs
of the residents in the region. The hospital renders consultation,
ambulatory, emergency mental health care services, rehabilitation,
and substance abuse treatment. A previous study found that 90% of
the prescriptions issued from psychiatric outpatient clinics were
from this hospital (Meraya et al., 2021). Data were extracted retro-
spectively from all prescriptions issued from January 2018 to
December 2018 in the psychiatric outpatient clinics.

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Jazan University
reviewed and approved the protocol and all its procedures (IRB
No. 6401/1708/1440, dated 04/22/2019).

2.2. Study population

Adults were eligible to be included if their age was >60 years, as
life transition through retirement takes place at the age of 60 years
and above in Saudi Arabia. The total number of attendees to the
psychiatric outpatient setting, and the eligibility for inclusion have
been depicted in the flow diagram (Fig. 1). Data for ambulatory
care patients diagnosed with psychiatric morbidities, based on
the International Classifications of Diseases, 10th Revision, Clinical
Modification (ICD-10-CM), over 12 months between January and
December 2018 were included (Table 1). Older adults seeking
treatment for epilepsy or psychiatric patients with terminal illness
during the same period were excluded from the study.

2.3. Data source and collection

Data were extracted from patients’ electronic medical records
by an experienced clinical pharmacist under the guidance of a clin-
ical expert. Psychiatric morbidities were documented using ICD-
10-CM, and clinical experts determined prescribing appropriate-
ness after scrutinizing prescription patterns of psychotropic drugs.
Medications were adjudged as potentially inappropriate if the psy-
chotropic medication was listed in the 2015 Beers criteria, a rec-
ommended guideline of the American Geriatric Society. In
addition, the patient’s medication list was also scrutinized to iden-
tify psychotropic polypharmacy. We have reviewed all prescrip-
tions received by each patient during 2018. We have identified
and counted our outcomes if they were prescribed at least once
during 2018.

2.4. Outcome measures

Based on the outpatient data extracted from medical records,
(1) the psychotropic medications prescribed were categorized into
their therapeutic class as antidepressants, antipsychotics, and
antianxiety medications; (2) potentially inappropriate medications
in older adults were identified based on the 2015 American Geri-
atric Society Beers criteria. We emphasized on drugs acting on
the central nervous system that have to be avoided in the elderly
which include antidepressants alone and in combination
(Amitriptyline, amoxapine, clomipramine, desipramine, doxepin,
imipramine, nortriptyline, paroxetine, protriptyline, trim-
ipramine), first and second generation antipsychotics (unless the
diagnosis was schizophrenia or bipolar), benzodiazepines (short,
intermediate and long-acting), meprobamate, nonbenzodiazepines
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outpatient clinics in the selected hospital from
January 2018 to December 2018, N= 7,918

Total number of the attendees of the psychiatric

6,604 patients were
excluded: As they were aged

A4

less than 60 years,
patients with epilepsy and

v

terminal illness

Adults aged >= 60 years (N= 1,314) who

prescribed at least one psychotropic medication.

14 patients were excluded:

Missing information on

A4

\4

diagnosis (N= 14)

and with no missing information on diagnosis.

Adults aged >= 60 years (N= 1,300) who were
prescribed at least one psychotropic medication

Fig. 1. Selection criteria of patient prescriptions.

Table 1
Psychiatric morbidities based on the International Classifications of Diseases-10th
edition, Clinical Modification (ICD-10-CM).

Morbidities ICD-10CM codes
Dementia F00-F09
Schizophrenia F20-F29

Major depressive disorder F31.3/F31.5 F32/F33.4
Anxiety F40/F41.9

Other diagnoses: Substance use F10-F19

Mood disorders F30-F31.2, F31.6-F31.9, F34-F39, F44-F44.9
Obsessive-compulsive F42-F42.9

Stress F43-F43.9

Other disorders F45-F69, F99

Mental retardation F70-F79

and nonbenzodiazepine receptor agonists (Panel et al., 2015) (3)
the use of two or more psychotropic medications from the same
therapeutic class or two or more psychotropic medications from
different therapeutic classes was defined as polypharmacy
(Mojtabai and Olfson, 2010, Tapp et al., 2003, Costa et al., 2017,
Kukreja et al., 2013, Meraya, 2020, Meraya et al., 2021).

2.5. Explanatory variables

The explanatory variables were age groups in years, gender, and
diagnosed psychiatric disorder identified using ICD-10-CM.

2.6. Statistical analysis

Data were entered into Microsoft Excel and analyzed using
Stata 15.1 software (Stata Corp LP, College Station, USA). The cate-
gorical variables were represented as frequencies and percentages.
We conducted analysis of PPIM in total and assessed polypharmacy
in the study sample. Multivariable logistic regressions were carried
out to assess the relationship between explanatory variables and
the outcome measures. Adjusted models included gender, age,
and psychiatric diagnoses. A p-value of <0.05 was considered sta-
tistically significant. In all analyses, we used adults with dementia
as the reference group, because dementia is a highly disabling dis-
ease and often coexist with chronic mental and physical conditions
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that require multiple treatments (Bhattacharjee et al., 2019, Prince
et al.,, 2014).

3. Results

The review of older adults’ information in the electronic medi-
cal records identified 1300 elderly patients, based on fulfillment of
our inclusion/exclusion criteria. Of these patients, 58.6% were
females and 41.4% were males. Over three-fourths of the elderly
were aged less than 75 years, and the remaining one-fourth were
over 75 years. Major depressive disorder was diagnosed in 44.2%
of the elderly, 21.7% had schizophrenia, 19.6% had anxiety, 9.2%
had dementia, and a small proportion were affected with other dis-
orders, which included mood disorders, obsessive-compulsive dis-
orders, and stress-related ailments (Table 2).

In the elderly receiving psychotropic medications, an overall
68.0% were prescribed PIPMs, and 77.7% were on polypharmacy.

Table 2
Baseline characteristics of elderly patients
attending psychiatric setting.

Characteristics Total (N = 1300)

N (%)

Sex
Female 768 (58.6)
Male 543 (41.4)
Age (years)
<75 961 (76.3)
>75 850 (26.7)
Primary psychiatric conditions

(ICD-10-CM)
Dementia 120 (9.2)
Schizophrenia 284 (21.8)
Depression 575 (44.2)
Anxiety 255 (19.6)
Other diagnosis 66 (5.1)

Potentially inappropriate

medications
Yes 892 (68.0)
No 419 (32.0)
Polypharmacy
Yes 1019 (77.7)
No 292 (22.3)
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Among the psychotropic medications prescribed, tricyclic agents
were given to 40.9% of the elderly patients, while tetracyclic agents
like maprotiline were prescribed to 3.1%. Only 1.2% of the older
adults received paroxetine (Table 3). Second-generation antipsy-
chotics widely prescribed were olanzapine (7.6%) and quetiapine
(7.3%), while relatively fewer adults received aripiprazole (2.4%)
and clozapine (0.2%). FGAs commonly used were chlorpromazine
(15%), trifluoperazine (14.3%), and haloperidol (6.3%). Among seda-
tives, lorazepam was prescribed to 2.6% of the patients and diaze-
pam was prescribed to 0.2% (Table 3).

In the multivariable logistic regression analysis, males
(OR=0.952[0.712-1.27], p = 0.745) and the elderly above 75 years
of age (OR = 0.881 [0.638-1.217], p = 0.445) were less likely to be
prescribed a PIPM; however, this was not a statistically significant.
In the comparison of diagnoses, the likelihood of the elderly receiv-
ing a PIPM for anxiety was one-half times greater than for demen-
tia (OR = 0.530 [0.292-0.959], p = 0.036) and it was statistically
significant. Elderly patients aged above 75 years were less likely
to be on psychotropic polypharmacy (OR = 0.729 [0.539-0.986],
p = 0.04) than those aged less than 75 years. Also, there was a sig-
nificantly lesser likelihood of the elderly diagnosed with depres-
sion (0.415 [0.236-0.73], p = 0.002) and anxiety (0.397 [0.219-
0.722], p = 0.002) receiving psychotropic polypharmacy than their
counterparts with dementia (Table 4).

4. Discussion

This study identified the use of drugs-to-avoid based on the
2015 updated Beers criteria, and polypharmacy in older psychiatric
hospital attendees.

Table 3
Potentially inappropriate medications in older adults attending psychiatric setting
using Beers criteria, (N = 1300).

Medication prescribed Frequency (%)

Yes No
Tricyclic antidepressants
Clomipramine 13 (1.0) 1296 (99.0)
Imipramine 33(2.5) 1276 (97.5)
Amitriptyline 489 (37.4) 820 (62.6)
Tetracyclic antidepressants
Maprotiline 40 (3.1) 1269 (96.9)
Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors
Paroxetine 16 (1.2) 1293 (98.8)
First generation antipsychotics
Chlorpromazine 196 (15.0) 1113 (85.0)
Trifluperazine 187 (14.3) 1122 (85.7)
Haloperidol 83 (6.3) 1226 (93.7)
Fluphenazine 5(0.4) 1304 (99.6)
Flupentixol 1(0.1) 1308 (99.9)
Second generation antipsychotics
Risperidone 144 (11.0) 1165 (89.0)
Olanzapine 99 (7.6) 1210 (92.4)
Quetiapine 96 (7.3) 1213 (92.7)
Sulpiride 61 (4.7) 1248 (95.3)
Aripiprazole 32(24) 1277 (97.6)
Amisulpiride 15 (1.1) 1294 (98.9)
Palperidone 14 (1.1) 1295 (98.9)
Clozapine 3(0.2) 1306 (99.8)
Benzodiazepines
Lorazepam 34 (2.6) 1275 (97.4)
Clonazepam 17 (1.3) 1292 (98.7)
Alprozolam 19 (1.5) 1290 (98.5)
Diazepam 3(0.2) 1306 (99.8)
Nonbenzodiazepine
Zolpidem 16 (1.2) 1293 (98.8)
Barbiturates
Barbitone 6 (0.5) 1305 (99.5)
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Table 4

Adjusted Odds Ratio (AORs) and 95% Confidence Intervals (Cls) for the explanatory
variables using logistic regression on potentially inappropriate psychotropic medi-
cations and psychotropic polypharmacy.

Potentially inappropriate psychotropic medications

Variable AOR [95% CI] p-value
Gender

Females 1 (reference)

Males 0.952 [0.712-1.27] 0.745
Age groups

<75 1 (reference)

>75 0.881 [0.638-1.217] 0.445
Diagnosis

Dementia 1 (reference)

Schizophrenia 0.046 [0.0257-0.085] <0.001
Depression 0.809 [0.460-1.424] 0.463
Anxiety 0.530 [0.292-0.959] 0.036
Other diagnoses 0.614 [0.278-1.355] 0.228
Psychotropic polypharmacy

Variable AOR [95% CI] p-value
Gender

Females 1 (reference)

Males 1.049 [0.792-1.389] 0.741
Age group

<75 1 (reference)

>75 0.729 [0.539-0.986] 0.04
Diagnosis

Dementia 1 (reference)

Schizophrenia 0.839 [0.447-1.575] 0.586
Depression 0.415 [0.236-0.73] 0.002
Anxiety 0.397 [0.219-0.722] 0.002
Other diagnoses 0.635 [0.278-1.449] 0.281

Geriatric depression was identified as the prominent psychiatric
disorder in our study population. The World Health Organization
reports that depression contributes significantly to the non-fatal
loss of health (Organization, 2002). We found only 1.2% of the
elderly mentally ill patients prescribed with paroxetine, a first-
line SSRI. Our finding concurs with the report of Alosaimi et al. that
1.8% inpatients and 4% outpatients in Saudi Arabia were prescribed
paroxetine (Alosaimi et al., 2016). However, the prescription pat-
tern in our setting contrasts with the findings of Bhattacharjee
et al. reporting the extensive use of paroxetine (Bhattacharjee
et al., 2019). Also, in the United Kingdom and Canada, SSRIs have
been used as starting therapy to an extent of 71.4% and 55.2%,
respectively. (Tamblyn et al.,, 2019). We perceive that the pre-
scribers discretion and the patient characteristics could have influ-
enced this differential prescribing pattern.

TCAs are generally unfavorable for the management of major
depressive disorders owing to their safety profile. Over 37% of
the patients in our study were prescribed amitriptyline, whereas
imipramine and clomipramine were prescribed to a lesser extent.
The use of amitriptyline in older adults in our study is relatively
similar to what have been reported in previous studies. Amitripty-
line was prescribed to 41.9% of elderly patients in Brazil, with
potentially inappropriate use seen in 31.1% (Fulone and Lopes,
2017). Vicente et al. reported that 34.7% of elderly patients
received amitriptyline (Vicente et al., 2015) and Li et al. reported
that 15.2% elderly patients were prescribed with TCA (Li et al,,
2019). The preference for amitriptyline may be due its effective-
ness, long half-life (Kerr et al., 2014), lower cost, and adjustable
dosing pattern. However, it is important to emphasize that TCAs
can cause pronounced anticholinergic action adding to the perils
of the elderly (Gillman, 2007).

Antipsychotics are the third most commonly prescribed psy-
chotropic medication in the elderly (Al Odhayani et al., 2017). In
this study, risperidone (11%), olanzapine (7.6%), quetiapine
(7.3%), and sulpiride (4.7%) were frequently prescribed for older
adults. Second-generation agents have a lesser propensity to cause
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adverse drug reactions over the first-generation agents. Moreover,
we found that the elderly diagnosed with schizophrenia were less
likely to receive a PPIM which could minimize their risk of cere-
brovascular complications (McKean and Monasterio, 2015), and
extrapyramidal symptoms.

Benzodiazepines are not usually recommended in the elderly as
they increase the risk of dementia (Takada et al., 2016) and falls
(Markota et al., 2016). Incidentally, the use of benzodiazepine and
nonbenzodiazepine-receptor agonists like zolpidem were low in
our study sample. Also, elderly patients diagnosed with anxiety
had a one-half chance of receiving a PIPM compared with dementia.
We perceive this to be prudent prescribing as benzodiazepines and
nonbenzodiazepine-receptor agonists are to be avoided as per the
2015 Beers criteria owing to their strong sedative effects (Markota
etal., 2016). Besides, our findings concur with the results of another
Korean study, wherein the use of benzodiazepines in the elderly ran-
ged from 8.7to031.9% (Hwangetal.,2017). However, our findings dif-
fer from the prescribing pattern elsewhere, wherein the
extraordinary use benzodiazepines in older adults has been reported
(Steinman et al., 2017, Oktora et al., 2020).

Overall, mentally ill elderly patients were exposed to the risk of
receiving a PPIM. The use of specific categories of medications such
as tricyclic antidepressants over safer variants such as SSRIs in the
elderly might be attributed to the prescribers’ targeting more than
one disorder, for example, amitriptyline for depression and insom-
nia; better symptomatic remission observed in the treated; better
tolerability owing to the presence of pharmacogenetic variants;
short supply of other drugs, budgetary constraints; public funding
of health care, including medicines, making cost criteria important.

The strengths of this study include the collection of information
from the only accredited psychiatric hospital in the Jazan region for
a sufficiently long period to assess any inappropriate use. A previ-
ous study found that 90% of the prescriptions issued from psychi-
atric outpatient clinics were from this hospital (Meraya et al.,
2021). However, our limitations include the use of a retrospective
design, which can introduce bias into the findings, as it was not
possible to ensure that all the information was available, particu-
larly on the behavior of ambulatory patients. Also, we did not mea-
sure and control for other comorbid chronic physical conditions
that may affect the psychotropic prescribing patterns. Lastly, we
focused on psychotropic polypharmacy but did not consider med-
ications used for comorbidities such as diabetes and hypertension,
as they might influence psychotropic prescribing patterns.

5. Conclusion

In the current setting, we identified the use of potentially inap-
propriate psychotropic medications in elderly patients as well as
psychotropic polypharmacy. The risk associated with the use of
PIPM in the elderly could be immense due to age-associated
changes. Hence, it will be necessary to provide additional medica-
tion therapy management practices, involve pharmacists with psy-
chiatric credentialing, sensitize prescribers, and educate patients.
Also, instituting educational programs for mental health care pro-
viders in the region and providing decision support tools could be
of significant benefit.
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