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If the tragic story of Britney Mazzoncini does nothing else, it should serve to warn us 
of the precariousness of prescribing powerful psychoactive drugs to teenagers and 
children. 
  
I understand that Britney was prescribed Propranolol a beta blocker as an anti-
anxiety agent. As patients, adult or child, we have to rely on the knowledge of our 
doctors to best guide us in decisions that may make the difference between good 
health or bad, life or death. Sometimes we might be best advised to go beyond the 
usual sources to get that extra information. RxISK1 is an independent drug safety 
website founded by internationally respected psychiatrist and pharmacologist 
Professor David Healy, where patients, doctors and pharmacists can research 
prescription drugs and report drug side effects. In the top 100 reported side effects, 
Propranolol was reported as causing anxiety in 908 patients, depression in 814, and 
drug withdrawal syndromes in 251. There were 208 suicide attempts, 615 cases of 
completed suicide, 451 cases of suicidal ideation and 406 deaths. Propranolol while 
active on the physiological symptoms of anxiety does nothing to get to the underlying 
root causes. Dr Binoy K Singh, associate chief of cardiology at Lennox Hill Hospital 
in New York talking to The New York Times in 2012 “said he knew of no long-term, 
randomized clinical trials measuring beta blockers’ effectiveness in resolving anxiety 
or improving performance in pressure situations” 2. Are we doing the best by our 
children and adolescents by prescribing them powerful mind and brain altering drugs 
when the BBC reports that the brain continues to develop into the mid 20s and quite 
possibly even the early 30s? 
  
In general terms we seem to be presiding over an unprecedented medicalisation of 
childhood and teenage problems. Antidepressant prescriptions for children rose 54 
per cent between 2005 and 2012 in the UK causing the World Health Organisation to 
voice its concern over the rise in the use of these drugs in children both in the UK 
and in other countries adding that their use couldn’t be justified for off-label reasons3. 
The Dundee Evening Telegraph reported4 on a one year old baby boy prescribed an 
antidepressant by NHS Tayside in 2014. 
  
In an interview5 with Sami Timimi, consultant child and adolescent psychiatrist and 
Director of Medical Education at Lincolnshire Partnership Foundation, he explains 
that there is “no such thing as diagnosis in psychiatry” because of the “problem of 
‘reliability’ in psychiatric classification” and that psychiatric medication should best be 
seen as “enhanced placebos”. He is certainly of the opinion we need to be judicious 
in our prescribing of these drugs to children and adults.  
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 http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/15/sports/golf/heart-medications-may-also-calm-nerves-keeping-
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 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-35756602 
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 “Kids as young as one being given antidepressants”. Dundee Evening Telegraph, 22 August 2016. 
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 “Does Psychiatry Actually Diagnose?” An interview with Sami Timimi. Psychology Today blog. 
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Further to the ethics of prescribing psychotropic drugs to children and teenagers I 
will leave you to think on the very eloquent arguments made by Jacqueline A Sparks, 
Associate Professor in the Couple and Family Therapy Program at the Department 
of Human Development and Family Studies at the University of Rhode Island, 
Kingston, and by Barry L Duncan, PhD, affiliated with the Institute for the Study of 
Therapeutic Change, Fort Lauderdale, Florida.
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