
Using Medicines Safely 
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A program for family and friends caring for older 

people at home. 

The American Geriatrics Society gratefully acknowledges the support of Bristol-Meyers Squibb, the John A. 

Hartford Foundation, Retirement Research Foundation and Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. 



Understanding the Problem 

People over 65 buy more 
than 25% of all prescription 
medicines and 30% of all 
nonprescription medicines. 
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Understanding the Problem 

Ã Compared to younger people, 

older adults tend to be more 

sensitive to the effects of many 

drugs. 

 

3 

Ã Nonprescription medicines can interact with 

each other.  They can also interact with 

prescribed medicines in ways that could be 

harmful to the patient. 

 



Understanding the Problem 

Communicate 

with 

healthcare 

providers. 

Ã You should keep your healthcare 

providers and pharmacist informed 

about all medicines that the older 

person is taking, including 

nonprescription medicines. 
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Understanding the Problem 

ÃPharmacists are able to 

give you information 

about side effects of 

medicines. 
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When to Get Professional Help 
6 



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃHallucinations 

(hearing or seeing 

things that are not 

there)  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃPalpitations or   

rapid heart  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃTrouble waking up  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃSevere trembling, 
uncontrolled 
movements, or 
convulsions 
(seizures)  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃUnable to hold in 

urine or stool when 

this was not a 

problem in the past  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 

12 

ÃUnable to urinate 

despite feeling the 

need to urinate  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 

13 

ÃUnable to urinate 

despite feeling the 

need to urinate  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃSevere nausea, 

vomiting or 

prolonged loss of 

appetite  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃDizziness, falling, 

or trouble with 

balance 



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃUnusual bruising 

or bleeding from 

minor cuts  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃBlood in the stool  

ÃBlack, tarry stool  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃSevere confusion  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃSevere shortness 

of breath or 

fatigue  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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Ã Impaired or 

blurred vision, or 

seeing gold halos 

around objects  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 
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ÃHives 

Ã Itching  

ÃSkin rash 

ÃSwelling of the face  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 

22 

ÃDifficulty 

breathing  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider immediately 

if the older person has: 

23 

ÃSwelling in 

the throat  



When to Get Professional Help 
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The following symptoms are not an 

emergency but should be reported 

during office hours. 



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider during office 

hours if the older person has: 
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ÃModerate 

shortness of 

breath (if sudden 

or severe, call 

immediately)  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider during office 

hours if the older person has: 
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ÃFatigue  

(if sudden or                              

severe, call 

immediately)  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider during office 

hours if the older person has: 
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ÃDepression  

ÃFeeling òdownó 

Ã Taking no interest in 

activities previously 

found enjoyable  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider during office 

hours if the older person has: 
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ÃConstipation  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider during office 

hours if the older person has: 

29 

ÃPersistent 

Cough  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider during office 

hours if the older person has: 
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Ã Insomnia  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider during office 

hours if the older person has: 
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ÃSexual 

problems  



When to Get Professional Help 

Call your healthcare provider during office 

hours if the older person has: 

32 

ÃSensitivity to 

sunlight  



When to Get Professional Help 

Know the 

answers to 

these 

questions 

before calling 

your 

healthcare 

provider 

about 

medicine 

problems. 

Ã What is the symptom?  (Try to be 

accurate and specific.)  

Ã When did the symptom start? 

Ã Is it a new symptom or an ongoing 

problem that is now worse? 

Ã How severe is the symptom?  Does it 

interfere with usual activities (such as 

preparing meals or dressing)? 
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When to Get Professional Help 

Know the 

answers to 

these 

questions 

before calling 

your 

healthcare 

provider 

about 

medicine 

problems. 

Ã What medicines are being taken? (Include  

prescription and non-prescription.)  

Ã Is the older person following instructions 

for prescription medicines? If not, what is 

being taken  

and how much? 

Ã Has a day or two been skipped in taking 

prescription medicines? 

Ã Does the older person have any allergies? 
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What You Can Do To Help Manage 

Medicines At Home 
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What You Can Do To Help 
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ÃKeep a record of all 

medicines taken  

 



What You Can Do To Help 
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ÃAsk about drug 

allergy and medicine 

bracelets and 

necklaces  

 



What You Can Do To Help 
38 

ÃAsk the doctor 

or the doctorõs 

staff to review all 

medicines  and 

explain the 

reason for each 

medicine at least 

once a year  

 



What You Can Do To Help 
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Ã If possible, use only one pharmacy  



What You Can Do To Help 
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ÃMake sure you 

understand the 

label that the 

pharmacy attaches 

to the medicine  

 



What You Can Do To Help 
41 

ÃRefuse child-safe 

caps on bottlesñ 

unless you have 

children in the 

home  

 


