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I (MZP) just completed my first semes-
ter of medical school. An important les-
son imparted in my coursework so far 

has been to remain a staunch advocate for 
patients. Yet compared to the rigors of med-
ical school, over the past year it has been far 
more difficult to help patients locate generic 
Adderall. Physicians were already overbur-
dened with administrative responsibilities 
stretching into burnout territory well before 
the shortage, and now this! Unlike paper 
prescriptions of old, which patients could 
take to any pharmacy, e-prescribing apps 
require selection of a specific pharmacy, 
and controlled substances such as stimu-
lants require 2-factor authentication. But if 
the designated pharmacy does not have the 
medication in stock, the entire process must 
be repeated with an alternative pharmacy, 
long after the visit has concluded.

To add insult to injury, the generic stimu-
lant shortage has grown even worse. As of 
February 2023, generic Adderall remained 
hard to find and generic Concerta was also 
in short supply. How did this happen? In 
1985, Bulow et al¹ coined the game theory 
concept of “strategic substitutes,” where 
(for example) as beef becomes less readily 
accessible, consumers may switch to eating 

chicken as their protein. Unable to locate 
generic Adderall, many patients have turned 
to generic Concerta as a substitute psycho-
stimulant to continue management of their 
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder.

In addition to the increase in demand, 
compounding the shortage is that one of 
the manufacturers of generic Concerta has 
discontinued production.² Branded methyl-
phenidates and amphetamines, which are 
much more expensive than their generic 
counterparts, have remained in ample 
supply, but many insurers require trials of 
generics before considering coverage for 
more expensive brands.

Our approach to this situation
Each morning we call our local and chain 
pharmacies to take a census of their sup-
ply of generic stimulants. Some pharmacies 
refuse to release this information. Despite 
these census reports, we have found cases 
where patients have been turned away 
from pharmacies when they are not “regu-
lar customers,” while patients whom the 
pharmacies know retain access as “mem-
bers.” Hence, a patient is unlikely to obtain 
these medications if their regular pharmacy 
is out of stock.

We want to share a workaround that has 
been effective. After unsuccessfully search-
ing for generic stimulants at the patient’s 
regular pharmacy, I (RLP) write “dispense 
as written” for the closest branded ver-
sion and file a prior authorization with 
the patient’s insurance company, noting 
“patient unable to trial any generic amphet-
amines or methylphenidates due to current 
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nationwide shortage.” Even with the most 
difficult insurers, the response has been “a 
temporary 3-month authorization has been 
granted,” which is at least a small victory 
for our desperate patients and busy pre-
scribers who are both struggling to negoti-
ate a fragmented health care system.
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