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POLICY ON MEDICATION REQUESTS FOR TRAVEL-RELATED 

or MEDICAL PROCEDURE-RELATED ANXIETY 

Requesting sedation for airline flight or other travel arrangements

Patients sometimes ask us to prescribe sedating medication such as Diazepam because they are anxious about their forthcoming flight.  In the past we have taken these requests on a case-by-case basis and have occasionally prescribed a small amount of medication.  However, due to a review of the safety aspects of this, and the need to prioritise our increasing NHS-related workload, it is no longer Practice’s policy to prescribe medication for travel anxiety, or indeed prior to hospital and dental procedures.

Sedating medication such as Diazepam from the benzodiazepine group of drugs can have adverse effects on some people such as unexpected aggression or being less able to follow instructions in an emergency situation. In addition, sleeping tablets have no indication for flying and essentially could make a passenger difficult to rouse or move if there was a genuine emergency situation, putting themselves, fellow travellers and staff at risk.  Often passengers will mix these medications with alcohol, with unpredictable effects. There may also be an increase in the risk of DVT (clot in the leg) from lack of activity during flights.  The new drug-driving legislation would also potentially prevent safe onward driving from a port or airport. 
The National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) provides guidelines, to which our GPs work, which suggest that flight anxiety (which is classed as a mild or self-limited mental health disorder) should be treated by cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which has long-lasting benefits and is safe. In patients with a more significant anxiety-related condition, benzodiazepine drugs should never be prescribed and are only advised for short-term use of a crisis in a generalised anxiety disorder (GAD) and in those circumstances a patient would not be fit to fly. Fear of flying in isolation is not classified as a GAD.

Some airlines offer free courses, examples can be found at these links:-

Easy Jet  http://www.fearlessflyer.easyjet.com/
British Airways https://www.flyingwithconfidence.com
 
Patients are reminded that they are able to arrange a consultation at a private travel clinic should they wish to pursue the option of in-flight medication but it is the Practice’s policy – for safety reasons - NOT to prescribe sedating medication in any instance for travel or prior to hospital or dental procedures and we ask our patients to respect this stance.

Requesting sedation for forthcoming procedure, eg dental appointment

We are occasionally approached by patients to prescribe sedating medication for anxiety related to a procedure that the patient is having outside of the Practice, for example feeling claustrophobic when undergoing an MRI scan or a needle phobia when having dental treatment. 

In line with the General Medical Council’s ‘Good Medical Practice’ to which our GPs work, it should be the clinician responsible for the procedure who prescribes any sedating medication (eg.the dentist), as they can provide appropriate monitoring during the procedure and ensure adequate aftercare is in place.  They are able to prescribe where clinically appropriate and where the benefits are thought to outweigh the risks.
  
As we have no direct knowledge, control or responsibility for the patient’s care needs during these forthcoming procedures and no certain way of determining whether any medications prescribed by us for procedural anxiety will cause harm by either interfering with the procedure itself or any medications required during it, we are not able to facilitate these requests on the grounds of patient safety. All sedative drugs have inherent risks including causing serious accidents and pneumonia.
Whilst we appreciate that fear of flying and conditions such as needle phobias are very real and unpleasant for some people, the decision to amend our Policy is made with safety-related best interests of our patients in mind.
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