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Abstract Objective: The aim of the study was to deter-
mine the changes in consumption of psychotropic drugs
by children aged less than 18 years during the years 1995
to 2001 in the Netherlands.
Methods: The year prevalence of antipsychotics, ben-
zodiazepines, antidepressants and psychostimulants for
boys and girls under 18 years was determined using
electronic pharmacy dispensing records obtained from
the PHARMO database.
Results: The overall prevalence of psychotropic drugs
increased from 11.1 per 1000 in 1995 to 22.9 per 1000 in
2001. This increase could almost completely be attrib-
uted to the increase in the use of psychostimulants, i.e.
methylphenidate, which increased from 1.7 per 1000
children in 1995 to 10.0 per 1000 in 2001. For the other
psychotropic drugs, no or only a small increase was seen.
For both boys and girls, the use of psychostimulants was
highest in the age group of 5–14 years.
Conclusion: During the years 1995–2001, the consump-
tion of psychotropic drugs by children in the Nether-
lands has more than doubled. This increase could largely
be attributed to an increased use of the psychostimulant
methylphenidate by boys of the age 5–14 years.
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Introduction

Several investigators have shown that in the United
States the use of psychotropic drugs by children has

sharply increased during recent years [1, 2, 3, 4]. Also, in
European countries psychiatric drug prescribing for
children seems to have increased, though less clearly
than in the United States [5]. Public concern regarding
this phenomenon, especially regarding possible long-
term adverse effects and future drug abuse has been
raised. We therefore evaluated the changes in the use of
psychotropic drugs in children less than 18 years in the
Netherlands during the period 1995–2001.

Materials, methods and subjects studied

The year prevalences of use of antipsychotics (ATC-code
N05A), benzodiazepines (ATC-code N05B, N05C), an-
tidepressants (ATC-code N06A) and psychostimulants
(ATC-code N06B) were determined using the PHARMO
record linkage system. This database currently contains
prescriptiondatafromretailpharmaciesofadefinedpopu-
lationofaround1millionresidentsoftheNetherlands.

Year prevalences were calculated overall as well as
stratified according to gender and different age categories
for each calendar year from 1995 to 2001. The numerator
was the number of children that received at least one
prescription for the specified drugs. The nominator was
the mean number of children aged less than 18 years of
the defined population in the specified calendar year.

Results

Year prevalences of the use of antipsychotics, anxiolyt-
ics, benzodiazepines, antidepressants and psychostimu-
lants for boys and girls are shown in Fig. 1. Overall, the
use of psychotropic drugs increased fourfold from 11.1
per 1000 children in 1995 to 22.9 per 1000 children in
2001. This increase could largely be attributed to the
increase in the use of psychostimulants, i.e. methylphe-
nidate, which increased from 1.7 per 1000 children in
1995 to 10.0 per 1000 in 2001. For other drugs, no or
only a small increase was seen.
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For both boys and girls, the use of psychostimulants
was highest in the age groups 5–9 years and 10–14 years.
Boys between 5 years and 14 years of age showed a
much higher prevalence than girls (in 2001, 26.2 per 1000
boys versus 3.8 per 1000 girls).

Discussion and conclusions

Our main finding was that the consumption of psycho-
tropic drugs by children in the Netherlands has more
than doubled during the years 1995–2001. This increase
is mainly caused by an increased use of psychostimulants
by boys of the age 5–14 years.

In a drug utilisation study performed in the Northern
part of the Netherlands a sharp increase of the use of
psychostimulants was also found [5].

In 1995, the use of psychostimulants in the Nether-
lands was five- to tenfold lower than in the United
States. In 2001, the use of psychostimulants in the
Netherlands was about twofold lower than the use in the
United States in 1995.

Zito and co-workers have studied the prevalence of
methylphenidate prescribing in the United States using
various insurance claim databases [3]. The prevalence

in children aged 5–14 years varied from 10.3 to 21.4
per 1000 per year [3]. For children aged 5–18 years,
the prevalence increased from 11.5 per 1000 in 1990 to
33.6 per 1000 in 1995 [2, 4]. In a study among public
school children, a prevalence of 24 per 1000 was found
[1]. In Great Britain, the prevalence of psychostimu-
lants was much lower, with 0.3 per 1000 in school
children in 1995 [6]. Although differences in study
design and years studied may play a role, the differ-
ences—being two- to fivefold—are more likely to be
explained in terms of differences in life-style, public
knowledge of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
and medical practice systems. In addition, resistance
against prescribing drugs for children with psychiatric
disorders may be lower in the United States than in
European countries.
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Fig. 1 Prevalence of
psychotropic drug use in
children (1995–2001). Increase
of psychotropic drug
consumption by children in the
Netherlands is caused by
increased use of
methylphenidate by boys
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