Seniors Should Use Medications Safely
One pill for high blood pressure. Another for arthritis. A third for a heart condition. Take one in the morning and two at night. Take two with food and one with on an empty stomach. Be careful what else you take at the same time. 

Taking medications can be confusing for anyone, and managing medications can pose particular problems for seniors. According to the Ontario Pharmacists’ Association (OPA), seniors represent 12 per cent of the population but consume nearly 40 per cent of all prescription drugs. What is more startling is that nearly 50 per cent of all medications used by seniors are used inappropriately. In fact, the OPA says that almost 25 per cent of hospital admissions of patients over the age of 50 result from medication problems.

The estimated cost of medication misuse and mismanagement, including additional physician visits and hospitalizations, is between $7 billion and $9 billion a year across Canada. 

“Seniors face a number of issues when it comes to managing their medications,” says Almonte General Hospital (AGH) pharmacist Judi Agnew. “One challenge is coming up with a dosing schedule that is appropriate for the medications and is easy for the patients.”

Agnew says one way to manage doses is with a dosette - a small box for medications that helps patients keep track of what to take and when. 

Many seniors are on several different medications and don’t always know when they should discontinue one type. “This can happen if a specialist prescribes a medication and the patient isn’t sure whether it is in addition to what is already being taken or replaces it,” explains Agnew. “You can end up duplicating medications and taking too much.”

Agnew says it’s important to follow prescriptions exactly. “Some people think taking three times as much is three times as good,” she says. “It’s not.”

Besides the possibility of ingesting toxic levels of medication, improper dosing can lead to a number of other dangerous conditions, including drowsiness and dizziness that could lead to falls and other accidents. 

Some seniors stop taking medications because they don’t see any immediate benefit or experience adverse side effects. “This can be a problem because some medication is taken over the long term to prevent conditions such as high blood pressure,” says Agnew. “As for side effects, it’s important to talk to your doctor about them instead of stopping the medication, because often an alternative drug can be used.”

Drug interactions can also be a problem for seniors who take several drugs. “It is important that your doctor and pharmacist know everything you are taking, so they are aware of potential interactions,” says Agnew, adding that patients should inform their health care professionals of all prescription drugs, over-the-counter medicines, vitamins, minerals, herbal supplements and homeopathic medications they are taking. “You may not think it’s important to include vitamins, but it is,” says Agnew. “For example, if you are taking a prescription to thin your blood and then take Vitamin E and garlic on top of it, you may get bleeding.”  

Seniors may also have problems taking medications in a certain format. For example, they may not be used to taking medication in patch form or have problems using inhalers or administering eye drops. “Medications come with written instructions and pharmacists will always try to give additional information when you pick up the prescription,” says Agnew. “But seniors often have someone else pick up the prescription, so they don’t interact directly with the pharmacist.”

Agnew points out that special devices do exist to help seniors take medication via inhalers. As well, your pharmacist can give you tips on the best way to administer certain medications. 

Throwing out expired medications is another important safety measure. Agnew recommends discarding such medication as soon as it expires so you won’t accidentally take it. “Expired medication can lose its effectiveness and sometimes become toxic,” she explains. 

If you are concerned about managing your medications, play it safe. Talk to your doctor or pharmacist. 
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