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Jail Health Services (Jail Health) has several efforts underway to make 

improvements for staff and patients. We highlight these improvement 

areas and provide additional suggestions in this companion letter to our 

audit of behavioral health medications at the King County Correctional 

Facility, to ensure that the changes will result in better outcomes for 

patients and staff.1 Jail Health’s efforts include two technology projects to 

improve operations and data analysis. These renewed efforts to collaborate with 

external facilities on the medication verification process and to work to enhance 

collaborative engagement between staff groups could help Jail Health provide 

more efficient and effective operations. A future audit could use this letter as a 

starting point. We suggest that Jail Health: 

1. Implement the differentiated visits project and incorporate functionality 

to retain appointment order information after release 

2. Implement the electronic medical administration records (eMAR) project 

and incorporate functionality to track delivery of medications at release 

3. Work with community medical facilities in an attempt to reduce the time 

needed to verify existing prescriptions 

4. Address gaps in the working relationship between nursing staff and 

psychiatric providers. 

 While we are not making formal recommendations in this letter, we will monitor 

Jail Health’s progress in these areas when we follow up on the 

recommendations from our audit. 

___________ 
1 Jail Health: Behavioral Health Medications Reach Many Patients, but Gaps Remain for Some. 

https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-

papers/reports/2025/jail-behavioral-health  

https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2025/jail-behavioral-health
https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2025/jail-behavioral-health
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Implement the differentiated visits project 

Completing Jail Health’s differentiated visits project will be important to ensure that staff can 

accurately track the timing of patients’ scheduled clinic appointments and communicate 

expected wait time with patients. Currently, psychiatric staff, nurses, and patients do not have visibility 

into clinic appointment scheduling, resulting in patients not knowing the expected wait for a psychiatric 

provider clinic appointment. The current system does not schedule clinic visits, but rather places 

patients in a queue based on priority and provides schedulers with a daily alert that lists patients who 

are eligible for appointments that day. This approach means that predicting when a patient’s clinic 

appointment will be is very labor intensive, and most staff do not have the information to make those 

predictions. Nurses told us they are unable to tell patients their appointment timelines when asked. Not 

knowing when their appointment will be is challenging for patients who may already be experiencing 

uncertainty that comes with being incarcerated. Jail Health is working on a differentiated visit project to 

improve scheduling in its electronic health records system, which will transition the system to scheduling 

appointments explicitly at the time of order. This new appointment-based system would allow Jail 

Health staff to better track patients’ psychiatric appointments and the expected wait time for clinic 

appointments. It will also give nurses and other Jail Health staff the ability to communicate expected 

appointment timelines with patients. 

Incorporating a way to retain data for patients released before their first psychiatric appointment 

would allow Jail Health staff to consider this information when scheduling appointments in a 

subsequent booking. Currently, the system automatically cancels any pending appointments upon a 

patient’s release from the jail. If patients return to jail in a new booking, which sometimes occurs within 

a very short timeframe, the system does not have a way to track if a patient had a previous unmet 

psychiatric appointment from a prior booking. This means that staff cannot consider prior unmet 

appointments to assess if the patient should see a provider sooner or not. We note in our audit report 

that half of patients’ first clinic appointment orders are canceled due to their release. As a result, 

patients could be booked and released multiple times and never have an opportunity to meet with a 

psychiatric provider. This could contribute to a self-perpetuating cycle, since researchers have linked 

unmet behavioral health needs with higher rates of recidivism. 

Implement the electronic medical administration records project 

Implementing the eMAR project will be important to decrease the risk of medication errors and 

will allow Jail Health to more easily and precisely analyze when patients receive their 

medications. We first made this recommendation nearly 20 years ago, in 2007, in a prior audit of Jail 

Health Services. Jail Health’s current paper-based medication administration system cannot detect or 

prevent many medication errors, nor does it easily facilitate continuous improvement efforts. Jail Health 

https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2007/jail-pharmacy
https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2007/jail-pharmacy
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uses paper-based forms to track medication administration times, and these forms are scanned into its 

information system, EPIC. Information from these forms cannot be searched or aggregated without 

manual, individual chart review. Nurses indicated that medication passes require very fast, detailed work 

that can result in medication administration errors. The paper-based medical administration records do 

not provide a way for nurses who are administering medications to patients to catch or prevent errors, 

such as administering the wrong medication to the wrong patient. Our review of Jail Health’s incident 

data indicates that at least 30 medication errors or incidents in 2023 might have been prevented by 

using an electronic system that scans patient wristbands. However, the actual number of errors might 

have been larger, since the incident data only includes errors that a staff member or patient noticed. 

Including a way to track medications delivered to patients at release in the eMAR project could 

help better monitor who is receiving medications. Currently, Jail Health can track whether social 

services or nursing staff received medication to bring to the patient or the property room, but it does 

not have a way to track whether the medication was delivered to the patient at release. As a result, staff 

cannot determine how many patients receive medications at release across both Jail Health’s 

coordinated discharge program (for controlled substances) and the jail’s property room (for non-

controlled substances). We included a recommendation to the Department of Adult and Juvenile 

Detention to improve tracking of medications in property that could help provide data for those 

patients. One way to complete this recommendation could be adding a functionality into the eMAR 

system that tracks delivery of keep-on-person medications at release. Ensuring accurate data on receipt 

of all medication at release can help inform future decisions and improvements about medications at 

release and create a more reliable record to show the patient received the medication. 

Attempt to reduce the time needed to verify prescriptions 

Collaborating with external facilities to improve the efficiency of prescription verification could 

help ensure patients get their medication in a timelier manner and reduce staff frustration. We 

noted in our 2025 audit report that Jail Health placed most medication orders (either for verified or 

new prescriptions) within two days of a patient’s booking. However, we found that some verifications 

take longer than others. These longer verifications mean that patients may have to wait an additional 

day before they can restart medications, which aligns with the perception of nursing staff (who do most 

verifications). There are multiple reasons for delays, and they are mostly outside of Jail Health’s control. 

Medical providers and facilities are less likely to be open on weekends than retail pharmacies, so people 

booked on weekends may have to wait longer for medication verification. From a sample of 48 

verification notes, verifications from medication facilities took more than twice as long as verifications 

from retail pharmacies or other jails, on average. Some health care facilities like the US Department of 

Veterans Affairs require “release of information” authorization from patients before they will share 

information about prescriptions. As a result, patients wait longer for medications that they were already 

https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports-papers/reports/2025/jail-behavioral-health
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taking outside of jail, which could lead to negative side effects. Jail Health has collaborated with health 

facilities to reduce barriers to verification in the past but stopped once several facilities rejected 

collaboration efforts. However, since Jail Health has recently entered into an agreement with the US 

Department of Justice to make an effort to verify medications within 24 hours, it could be important to 

renew these efforts. 

Address working relationship between nursing and psychiatric providers 

Implementing efforts to address gaps in working relationships between nursing staff and 

psychiatric providers could help improve quality of care and reduce frustration among nursing 

staff. We conducted a staff survey and interviewed nursing staff during our visits to the jail. Nursing 

staff had positive things to say about the approach to mental health care in the jail but also expressed 

concerns about staff relationships. For example, some nurses noted that they do not feel that psychiatric 

services leadership provides them with adequate information about psychiatric service practices or 

policies, particularly around medication discontinuation and housing decisions. Additionally, a few 

nursing staff members felt unheard by psychiatric services staff regarding their observations of patient 

behavioral health needs. 

Psychiatric services staff stated that they are impressed and grateful for the work by nursing staff, want 

to have a good working relationship with nursing staff, and are open to efforts to improve transparency. 

The American Academy of Psychiatry and the Law recommends psychiatric services have a good 

working relationship with medical staff, especially nurses, to ensure the best possible care for patients, 

because nurses have more frequent and direct observations of patients. 

 

 

Elise Garvey, Basil Hariri, and Mia Neidhardt conducted analysis for this letter. If you have any questions, 

or would like more information, please contact the King County Auditor’s Office at 206-477-1033 or 

KCAO@kingcounty.gov. 

 

 

Help us promote positive change in King County government!  

Suggest an audit topic. 

 

 

 

 

NON-AUDIT • This report is not an audit as defined in Generally Accepted 

Government Auditing Standards, but conforms to similar requirements for 

independence, objectivity, and quality. 
 

mailto:KCAO@kingcounty.gov
https://kingcounty.gov/en/independents/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/about/input

