Case Report

“Mr. B.,” a 65-year-old man with schizophrenia, was
involuntarily admitted for psychotic exacerbation. On ad-
mission, he was taking 30 mg/day of olanzapine to abate
symptoms of psychosis, aggression, and dangerous wan-
dering. Despite intensive case management and adequate
trials with haloperidol, risperidone, and olanzapine, he
was refractory to treatment and required annual hospital-
izations. Mr. B had not had a previous trial of clozapine.
After obtaining informed consent, we initiated treatment
with clozapine and increased the dosage by 12.5 mg/day,
while olanzapine was gradually reduced with plans to dis-
continue. Docusate sodium, 100 mg b.i.d., was initiated
prophylactically. He was not taking additional anticholin-
ergic medications.

Shortly after the initiation of clozapine, Mr. B com-
plained of malaise and anorexia followed by nausea, vom-
iting, and diarrhea. Nine days after initiation of clozapine,
which was now at a dosage of 100 mg/day and the olan-
zapine dosage at 10 mg/day, he became tachypneic and
hypotensive. He was transferred to the intensive care unit,
treated with pressors, and intubated.

Mr. B’s medical history included gastroesophageal re-
flux disease, a prostatetectomy for benign prostatic hyper-
plasia, and a remote history of small bowel obstruction
that was managed conservatively, while olanzapine was
continued for treatment of psychosis.

While in the intensive care unit, a CT scan of the abdo-
men led to the diagnosis of adynamic ileus. A chest X-ray
revealed an infiltrate suggestive of aspiration, and colo-
noscopy demonstrated diverticulosis without evidence of
malignancy. Clozapine was discontinued, and olanzapine,
which had been discontinued during evaluation in the
intensive care unit, was restarted. The patient stabilized
after 3 weeks and was returned to the psychiatric unit.

Within 10 days, the patient again developed diarrhea,
tachypnea, and tachycardia requiring medical stabiliza-
tion. He died 3 days later. Although an autopsy was not
performed, it was suspected that he died from complica-
tions of ileus.

Discussion

Adynamic ileus is an infrequently encountered but serious
complication of clozapine with a mortality rate approaching
28% (3). Anticholinergic effects are thought to be the cause
(4). One study found that the median time from the first dose
of clozapine to onset of ileus was greater than 1,500 days (4).
In this case, the patient developed ileus within 9 days of initia-
tion of clozapine and died 5 weeks later. He had no known risk
factors for ileus such as malignancy or recent surgery; howev-
er, he was taking olanzapine, another highly anticholinergic
medication, at the time of decompensation. It is possible that
the combination of these two drugs, even for a brief duration
for cross-tapering, contributed to this patient’s rapid devel-
opment of ileus and subsequent death. This case highlights
the importance of carefully monitoring patients taking clo-
zapine for potentially fatal gastrointestinal side effects, espe-
cially when treatment includes other anticholinergics, as this
may result in serious consequences in a much shorter time
frame than the literature has suggested (4).
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Mental Health Insurance Parity in Oregon

To THE EpITOR: While I found the article by McConnell et al.
(1) in the January issue to be of great interest, I believe there
may be other factors contributing to cost control in Oregon
than those addressed by the authors. It is my impression, al-
beit without specific evidence, that insurance reimbursement
rates in Oregon are lower than those in many other states,
and I am definitely aware that insurance companies have
been lowering such rates in recent years. Related to this, we
are seeing a declining number of psychiatrists in Oregon as
retirement attrition continues, with fewer new psychiatrists
starting practices. In addition, insurance companies have
highly restrictive panels that make it difficult to find nurse
practitioners, social workers, and psychologists.

As a result, we are seeing more colleagues who have
3-month or longer waiting lists or who are closing practices
to new patients. I believe that lack of supply is helping to keep
costs down, but there has been a significant impact on the
availability and quality of care.
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Response to Kuttner Letter

To THE EDITOR: We appreciate the opportunity to respond
to Dr. Kuttner’s observations that reimbursement rates in
Oregon are lower than in many other states. He speculates
that declining reimbursement, combined with restrictive net-
works, may have led to a shortage of behavioral health pro-
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