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Taking Medications Safely

Basics

Drugs have always been with us. The first topical anti-inflammatory drug was probably discovered by prehistoric people when they found that cold mud eased the agony of bruised feet. 

Today, new drugs go through a far more complicated process, involving development and testing by pharmaceutical companies, and thorough evaluation, more testing, and official approval by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Drugs help to relieve pain and suffering, live longer, happier lives or cope with incurable diseases like arthritis and diabetes. But for all their benefits, they can trigger potentially dangerous side effects.

The possible dangers inherent in the use of any drug become much more significant in light of the following fact: Americans take a lot of drugs. More than three billion prescriptions are filled each year – that's 12 prescriptions, new or refill, for every American, newborn infant to great-granddad. And it's not just prescription drugs we medicate ourselves with.

It's common to hear people say, "I don't take any medication," only to learn that they in fact use aspirin, Metamucil and St. John's Wort. So when you think about the medications you take, don't forget that in addition to prescription medications, you may be taking:

· Over-the-counter (OTC) medications, which can be purchased without a prescription. You choose the medication, hand the package to the clerk and pay for it. OTC drugs often contain the same ingredients as prescription medications, but in lower doses. 

· Naturopathic medications made from substances present in nature, including herbal preparations. They're called alternative medicines because they're not part of traditional Western healthcare. However, medical doctors recommend these medications with increasing frequency. 

· Vitamins and other supplements, whether you purchase them from a pharmacy or a health-food store. 

If you don't take any prescription medications, consider yourself fortunate. However, your debut at the pharmacy has probably only been postponed. Young infants require antibiotics for ear infections and anti-fungals for diaper rash. As we grow up, we try to treat coughs and colds, acne and skin problems, aches and pains. Reaching maturity, we rely on drugs to counteract high blood pressure, glaucoma, diabetes, heart disease and arthritis. And as we age, as a population, our prescription drug usage tends to increase. The average 55-year-old takes five prescriptions; by the time she's 75, she'll probably be up to 15 prescription drugs.

For every stride we take in curing or controlling a health problem with a drug, we increase our risk of harming ourselves via the very drugs we take.

Key Tip One
Be sure to take your prescription medications as instructed. Non-compliance with medications only hurts you. A few dos and don'ts:

· Do know how and when to take your medications 

· Don't think if a little works, more will be better 

· Do finish your entire prescription, taken as prescribed 

· Don't stop a medication without checking with your physician 

· Do see your doctor for scheduled follow-up appointments 

· Don't stretch a 30-day supply of vital medication to 45 days because it's too expensive 

· Do ask questions about your medications 

· Don't share your medication with others 

· Do ask your doctor about taking medications when you're pregnant 

· Don't drink alcohol when you're taking medications 

Key Tip Two
A long, steamy shower may do you wonders, but it's no good at all for your pills. Unless told otherwise, keep your medicines where it's dry, at a temperature between 60 and 72 degrees Fahrenheit. If your bathroom mirror fogs up when you take a shower, move your medicines elsewhere.

Key Tip Three
Whenever you get a refill, open the container and look at the medication before leaving the pharmacy. If you usually take a pink, round pill and you have a blue capsule in your bottle, you may have been given the wrong prescription. Have your pharmacist double check. If the drug is a mistake, you could be in danger. Or maybe you'll be thanking your pharmacist for saving you money with the generic version of a pricier, brand name drug.

If you've requested "easy open" lids, check for those as well before you leave the pharmacy counter. Do the same if you’ve requested “child-proof” lids.

Key Tip Four
Wherever you go, carry with you a complete list of all the medications you take (prescription, over-the-counter, naturopathic, vitamins, etc). It's a good idea to include the following:

· The names and phone numbers of your physician and pharmacy 

· Drug allergies and medical conditions 

· The brand and generic names of medications 

· The dosage and its form (tablet, capsule, suppository) 

· How many times a day you take the medication and when 

· Why you take this medication and how it works 

· Precautions (side effects, foods and drugs to avoid, problems to watch for) 

· How frequently you need to see your doctor for a checkup and why 

Knowledge is Power 

You should know what medications you're taking and why you're taking them. Start thinking about any questions you want to ask about your prescriptions while you're still at the doctor's office, and don't leave until you get them answered.

Always ask your doctor to review your prescription. The review should include a discussion of your condition and how the medication will help you. In addition, be sure to ask:

· What the medication is supposed to do 

· How it works 

· Whether there are any potential side effects 

· If this new medication could interact with others you use (show your doctor your list of the medicines you already take) 

· If the drug is available in generic form (it's less expensive) 

· What happens when your prescription runs out: 

· Do you stop? 

· Are there refills? 

· Do you come see the doctor? 

· Do you need to have any laboratory tests performed? 

Asking these questions will help you understand important information about your medication, and get you more involved in your drug therapy.

Getting and Taking Your Medications

Once your doctor has answered all of your questions about your prescription, you'll probably take it to a pharmacy to get it filled. It's an excellent idea to use the same pharmacy for all of your prescriptions. It's easier on you, but more important, your pharmacist will be aware of all medications you're taking, and might be able to warn you about possibly problematic drug interactions. If you use a mail order pharmacy, be sure to give them a complete list of your medications, and keep updating it.

Once your prescription's been filled, you'll want to review the medication with the pharmacist.

· Check the medication name printed on the prescription label. Is it the same as what your doctor told you? If not, ask why. 

· Ask if there could be any problems adding this new drug to the drugs you're already taking. 

· Ask about the proper way to take the medication. Does taking a drug three times a day mean every eight hours, or with meals? 

· Can the drug be taken with food or dairy products? Should it be? 

· Ask whether this medication is appropriate for someone your age. 

· Ask about side effects, adverse reactions and interactions. 

If you take several medications, organize them. You can purchase an organizer for medications that will make it much easier for you to keep track of which medications you have to take and when. You'll also be able to tell whether you've actually taken them.

Danger Zone

Call your doctor or pharmacist if you experience any bad reactions to a medication. While medications can improve the quality of your life, they can have serious side effects. Drugs may:

· Produce an allergic reaction (such as hives from penicillin) 

· Trigger a troublesome interaction with another medication or with food 

· Cause side effects (codeine, for example, causes constipation) 

· Have an adverse effect (aspirin can cause ulcers, for example) 

· Lead to death due to overdose 

· Require hospitalization if you take too much or too little of a medication 

Furthermore, you can suffer any of these reactions if you've mistakenly been given the wrong medication.

In some circumstances, you may be able to minimize certain drug side effects, so talk with your pharmacist and physician about what you can do. If a medication you take once a day makes you drowsy, ask if it's okay to take it before you go to bed. And don't forget to ask about drug and food interactions. Grapefruit, for example, interacts with some drugs used to treat high blood pressure or heart disease. If you're given a patient information leaflet on a medication, be sure to read it.

FAQs

My doctor prescribes all my medications; they should be safe, right? 

No drug is harmless. Nearly one-third of all hospitalizations in the United States are related to improper medication use. In addition, if you're taking several medications from different doctors, you're at increased risk of experiencing ill effects. One doctor may unwittingly prescribe a drug that could cause a harmful interaction with another medication you're taking. A pharmacist might not catch it, either, especially if you have your prescriptions filled at different locations. Always inform all of your doctors of any medications you're taking, and have them filled at one central location.

My doctor told me I would be taking this medication for the rest of my life. My prescription is only for a 30-day supply. Is there something I'm not being told?
Before you make out your last will and testament, keep in mind that it's common practice to give a 30-day course to determine how well a new medication works for you. In addition, most drugs take about 30 days to achieve maximum benefit. If something seems wrong (are you suddenly sleeping 16 hours a day?), check in with your doctor.

Finally, many health insurance companies that underwrite drug costs restrict certain prescriptions from being dispensed in more than 30-day quantities at a time.

Why do I need to call my doctor for a refill?
Even if you're taking a medication for a chronic condition, your doctor will want to make sure the drug is still working for you – and that your condition hasn't altered to the extent that you'd do better with a different drug. So you'll need to have a checkup before your doctor will extend or change your prescription. Only a licensed physician can authorize medication for you, so make sure you allow yourself enough time to see your doctor and get a new prescription before your current one runs out.

Resources

Web Sites

An in-depth guide and discussion about taking medications from the Agency for Health Care Policy and Research and the National Council on Patient Information and Education is available at:
www.ahcpr.gov.
Books

Graedon, Joe, and Teresa Graedon, Ph.D., The Peoples Pharmacy. St. Martin's Press, 2000.

U.S. Pharmacopeal Convention, Advice for the Patient: Drug Information in Lay Language (USP DI Vol. 2). Micromedex, 1999.

Resources Are Available

Additional information, self-help tools and other resources are available online at www.MagellanHealth.com/member. Or call us for more information, help and support. Counselors are available 24 hours a day, seven days a week to provide confidential assistance at no cost to you.
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