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A few tablets for a nagging headache or a toothache can be
easy to manage. But it can be very difficult to keep taking
medications regularly for a long period of time. It can be
especially hard if you have to take several medicines
because of long-term conditions like diabetes, arthritis and
heart disease. Even keeping track of it all can be a
challenge.

So what is it really important to know, and what are the
best ways to try to manage your medicines? What can
make it easier? In this fact sheet we explain some of the
things that might help you manage your medicines and get
the best possible benefit out of them.

What do I, my doctor and my pharmacist all need to know
about my medicines?

When your doctor or pharmacist asks you what medicines
you are taking, it is important that you remember all of
them (or have written them down) and let him or her know
about them. This is true for both prescription medicines as
well as those that are available without a prescription
(called OTC or “over-the-counter” medicine). If someone in
your family or a nurse is helping you with your health care,
they need to know about all of your medicines too.
Remember to include medicines that you do not take orally
(swallow), like asthma inhalers or eye drops.

One way that you can try to manage your medicines is to
keep a full list of everything that you are taking. If you are
seeing just the one doctor and the one pharmacist, they
could make lists like this to compare with each other and
keep track of what you need.

It is important that your doctor and pharmacist know about
everything that you are taking or using — including the
medicines that they did not prescribe or give you. They
could advise you if some of the medicines are unnecessary
or could even be harmful for you. Sometimes medicines or
products interact with each other and cause new problems.
For instance, some drugs might change the effect of other
drugs, or stop them from working altogether.

There is a chart on our website that you can print out and
use to make a list of all the medicines you take. You can
find a PDF version of it here (URL:

you make a good list or fill out our chart. Some people
use charts like this, or a booklet with a list of all their
medicines, to get their doctor or pharmacist to review all
the medicines they are taking. Having a consultation like
this could help you find ways to simplify your schedule,
for example.

A list like this might also help you keep track of some of
the other very important things about your medications,
such as:

« The exact name of the medicine and what is in it.

« What the medicine is for, and what it could do — and
that means both the benefits you are hoping for, as
well as possible adverse effects (often called “side
effects”).

« How the medicine is used — in what form, how much
and how often.

« Where and how the medicine needs to be stored
safely.

Keeping copies of all the drug information leaflets and
other important documents together in one file or drawer
might also make it easier for you to manage your
medicines. Package inserts should always be kept
together with the medicine.

For many medicines, especially those that are
complicated to use, there may be classes or individual
teaching programmes you could participate in to learn
more about how to use them. In this way, many people
learn how to self-manage and adjust their medicines. You
can read about the research on self-management and
self-adjustment of anticoagulants to prevent strokes here
(URL:

http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.317.en.html) .

What could help me keep on track with long-term
medications?

It can be hard to stay motivated to take medicines in the
long term, especially if you do not feel worse straight
away when you do forget to take your medicine. It is easy
for the days to slip by, without noticing how often you

http://www.informedhealthonline.org/medication-list.download.2 bde/ESftigettlry 6F TS #63 60f19439.html)

, and a text version here (URL:
http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.406.en.html)

Another option is to gather up all your medicines — both
prescription ones and the others — and get someone to help
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Researchers have tried to find out what can help people
to keep taking their long-term medicines. You can read
more about that research here (URL:
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http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.404.en.html)
They found that some people manage better if they learn
more about their medicines, but there were several other
main types of strategies that could help people who had a
lot of difficulty keeping on track with their medicines.
These successful strategies are:

+ Keeping regular appointments with your doctor, where
the issue of using the medicines long-term is discussed

+ Simplifying your medicine schedule

» Packaging or containers that make it easier to take the
medicine and see when some have been missed

Taking only the medicines you really need, in simpler
forms and with a less complicated schedule that fits into
your daily routine more easily, might help you to stay on
top of your medication properly over months or years.

If you are having difficulties swallowing a particular tablet,
for example, you could talk to your doctor or pharmacist
about getting the medicine in a form that is easier to take —
like a tablet that is easier to swallow, or a liquid form. If
you want to get the best out of your medicines, you need to
take them exactly as prescribed. And that means that you
are not meant to cut them up, break them, dissolve or crush
them if that is not what was prescribed.

Some medicines already come in packaging that makes it
clear what you need to take and when. Your pharmacist
might also be able to prepare special containers and
packaging that could make it easier for you to keep track of
which medicines you have already taken, and what you
still need to take. These include things like daily or weekly
medicine containers (also called dispensers or dosettes),
medicine organisers or special packaging.

There is no clear message yet from researchers about
whether a specific type of packaging or container is the
best for most people. So you might need to try a few
different ways until you find something that works for you.
Safety is important though. Putting one kind of tablet into a
container that you got for another medicine, or mixing
medicines in the same container, can cause mistakes and
confusion.

What do other people do to help remember to take their
medicines?

There is no one way that is going to work for everybody.
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Some people have very set daily routines. If they organise
their medicines to fit in exactly with those routines, it
works for them. For example, if they always brush their
teeth at the time that they are supposed to take a
particular medicine, then they put a note next to the
toothbrush to remind them — or put the medicine near
their toothbrush, but only if children cannot reach it
there. Medicines should always be kept out of reach of
children.

Other people find that leaving notes on the refrigerator
door or somewhere else that they always see works. Some
people rely on someone else to remind them. And others
use the reminder functions on their phones or alarm
clocks to alert them when it is time to take the medicine.
A further option is to set up regular reminder emails or
text messaging services for their phones.

Some people use charts in which they can note down
every time they have taken the medicine. Classes and
self-help groups are another way to get ideas and help
with using medicines in the long term.

Getting the support of another person who helps you stay
motivated and remember to take your medicines is very
important for many people. And it is one of the reasons
why it is important to remember to keep your
appointments with your doctor. That could be one of the
main ways that will help you to stick with your medicines
as prescribed.

What helps people to use medicine safely?

It is important to check the expiration dates on the
medicines you use, and make sure you have got a new
packet well before the old one runs out or expires. It can
be easy to forget about this when your routine changes —
for instance, if you go on holiday or travel.

While it can be tempting and convenient to just use other
people’s medicines, this can be very risky. They might not
be exactly the same as yours, so they might not help as
much — or the risks of adverse effects for that medicine or
that dose could be higher for you than it is for them.

If you do not feel that the medicine is helping you, or you
are experiencing a problem that might be caused by the
medicine, it is important to talk to your doctor or
pharmacist about this. You might think that a medicine is
not helping because you cannot feel any effect: that does
not necessarily mean, however, that it is not helping in
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ways you cannot see or feel. And of course, if you have
had an allergic or very bad reaction to a medicine or
injection in the past, it is important that your doctor knows
about this before she or he prescribes medicine for you.
You should also inform your pharmacist about this when
you buy over-the-counter medicines.

If you are feeling better, this does not necessarily mean it is
now time for you to stop taking the medicine. For example,
if you stop taking antibiotics before they are all finished,
the infection could come back and might become even
harder to get rid of again.

What information can help to make decisions?

When you are deciding whether or not to use a medicine,
it is important for you to know what your options are —
including your non-drug options and what might happen if
you do not use any treatment at all. Often, a condition
could get better by itself — but sometimes, doing nothing
could mean that serious problems develop.

The most reliable information about what the possible
benefits and harms of a medicine are comes from good
scientific trials. These are tests where the drugs are
compared in groups of people who have similar illnesses or
health problems. You can read more about why trials are
needed and how this research is analysed and interpreted
here (URL:

http://www.gesundheitsinformation.de/evidence-based-medicine.61.en.html)

. As far as possible, the information on our website is based
on this kind of research. That is what is meant by
“evidence-based  information” or  “evidence-based
medicine”.

Author: German |Institute for Quality and Efficiency in
Health Care (IQWiG)
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Glossary
antibiotics

Antibiotics are medicines that can be used for bacterial and
some fungal infections. Antibiotics do not work against
viruses.  Well-known  antibiotics include penicillin,
tetracycline and chloramphenicole.

evidence

Evidence is what we call scientific proof from
well-conducted, good-quality scientific trials that have
been carefully designed to answer specific questions.
Depending on the types of questions, different scientific
research methods (types of study) are most appropriate to
find reliable answers to these questions. Randomized
controlled trials (RCTs), for example, are the best way to get
reliable evidence on the effectiveness of medical treatments
(interventions). This type of study, however, is not the best
form of evidence for all possible questions, and does not
provide the best answers to all kinds of questions, either.
Epidemiological studies, for example, are very suitable for
establishing well-founded proof for the spreading of a
disease in the population.

asthma

Asthma (asthma bronchiale) is a permanent (chronic)
disease with symptoms like coughing and breathlessness
often occurring in acute attacks. In asthma, the airways are
overly sensitive. The development of asthma is often
associated with an overreaction to foreign substances or
physical stimuli, frequently in connection with an allergy.

infection

In medicine, we speak of an infection when a person has
caught a germ (an infectious agent). This germ can be a
bacterium, a virus, a fungus or a worm. The germ
multiplies and then either spreads throughout the body or
only attacks one particular organ. As long as there are no
signs of a disease, this is called an asymptomatic infection.
When the body shows a reaction to the germ in the form of
symptoms, this is called a symptomatic infection (an
infectious disease). The period between the moment the
germs enter the body and the moment the first symptoms of
the disease appear, is called the incubation period. It may
last a few hours or days, or even many years. An infection
does not necessarily have to lead to the onset of a disease.
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The German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health Care (IQWiG)

The German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health Care (IQWiG) was established by
legislation to provide evaluations of the effectiveness, quality and efficiency of healthcare
services. This includes the assessment of medicines as well as the publication of health infor-
mation for consumers and patients.

Evidence basis of our health information

Our information is based primarily on systematic reviews of the effects of health care. Syste-
matic reviews are necessary to gain an objective picture of health care. In order to do this, a
clear question is formulated. Researchers then find all the relevant studies that could answer
this question. They then evaluate those studies.

You can find a list of the evidence and other scientific literature on which this information is
based at www.informedhealthonline.org

Disclaimer

This information was prepared and published by the German Institute for Quality and Efficien-
cy in Health Care (IQWiQ). It is based on the evidence and other scientific literature available
at the time of publication. The information is intended for the use of patients in Germany. It is
not intended to for use to diagnose illnesses and the information is not intended to substitute
for medical advice.

Created at: 08/07/2008 | Last update: 03/26/2010

www.informedhealthonline.org



