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Advice for those who have to take multiple medications

Aging can take its toll. Individuols often find
themselves with multiple health problems that need
to be addressed with drugs or supplements. In foct,
people oge 65 and older make up just 12% of the
U.S. population, but account for 34 % of all prescrip-
tions, and 30% of over-the-counter medication use,
occording to the American Public Health Association.
More than 54% of people over oge 65 are taking four
or more prescription drugs, according to The Merck
Manual. That's a lot for patients to manoge.

Faith F, Scott, MPH, MBA, chief executive officer
and president of Visiting Nurse Association of North-
erm N, recently spoke with N Advance Media about
ways to help older Americans manage multiple
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0Q: What is the most common mistake
seniors make with their medications?

A: People of all ages sometimes get con-
fused and fail to take medication as indicated.
Yet errors are twice as common among seniors
since they are more likely to require many
different medications.

Between prescription drugs and vitamin
supplements, it is not uncommon for an older
person o take 10 to 15 pills a day.

Q: Why is medication management a
priority for VNA of Northern NJ?

A: Drugs that help older people maintain
their health, control chronic diseases or recaver
from illnesses can cause serious adverse
events if misused. The most common diagno-
ses nationally and among our patient popu-
lation are heart disease, pulmonary and lung
diseases, and diabetes. There are strong, ef-
fective pharmacological interventions available
for those conditions. However, misuse of them
contributes to over 600,000 medication-related
hospital visits by seniors each year, according
to the Centers for Disease Control. Anticoag-
ulants prescribed to prevent heart attacks,
strokes and pulmanary embolisms cause 21%
of all emergencies, with insulin and diabetes
drugs accounting for another 17%.

Q: What can patients and caregivers do to
prevent mistakes?

A: We advise use of a dispenser that can be
conveniently pre-filled and a log to record when
medications are taken. Ideally, all prescriptions
should be filled at the same pharmacy so the
pharmacist can check for drug combinations

known for negative interactions. VNA also sits
down with every new patient, or the family
caregiver, to discuss their medications and the
story behind each one — how, when and why
it was prescribed. All patients should request
a similar assessment from their primary care
doctor's office annually. Patients should bring
all of their medications, both prescription and
over- the-counter, for a review to ensure that
they are necessary and compatible.

0Q: How does VNA help its patients prevent
medication mistakes?

A: A multifaceted protocol greatly reduces
the risk of serious errors. It begins with a med-
ication review and reconciliation conducted by
a nurse. Any patient not already using a log and
adispenser is provided with those resources
and instructed on how to use them. If ques-
tions arise about drug combinations, dosage
or whether the patient is inadvertently taking
something that should have been discontinued,
the nurse checks with the patient’s doctor or
pharmacy. Those deemed unable to keep up
with their medications independently, or with
the help of a family member, receive nurse

visits specifically for medication management.

Q: What other services are available to
patients?

A VNA provides skilled home health care,
elder care, family caregiver assistance and
hospice services that make aging safely at
home feasible. Most of our clients are eligible
for some home-based care under Medicare,
Medicaid, private insurance plans, long-term
care insurance or grant funded programs. We
encourage seniors recovering from a medical
episode or struggling with essential tasks, and
their family caregivers, to reach out for help
determining eligibility.

To learm more about the Visiting Nurse Associ-
ation of Northern NJ (WVNA), visit vinannj.org or coll
1-800 WE VISIT (1-800-938-4748).
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