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WHAT ARE MEDICATIONS? 

Medications, often referred to as drugs that work with your body and/or other medications 

to cure, treat or prevent health conditions. Medications include:  

 prescription medication  

 over-the-counter purchased pills, liquids, creams and herbal remedies 

 vitamins, eye drops, or dietary supplements  

MEDICATION AND AGING 

Medications help treat and manage health conditions or reduce the risk of future disease 

and illness. People experience more diseases and illnesses as they age, often resulting in 

older adults taking many medications. Aging-related changes impact the number of 

medications needed, as well as the way medication is processed by the body. It is 

important to understand:  

 why medications are prescribed 

 side effects  

Age-related changes that impact medication use 

 Altered absorption 

 Distribution of body fat, muscles, and less body water 

 Altered drug metabolism 

 Reduced renal function 

 Changing pharmacodynamics (effects of drugs on the body) 

 Increasing multi-morbidity (number of diseases or medical conditions) 

 Frailty with reduced health capacity and vulnerability 

 Social Isolation and lack of knowledge about their health 

 Prescribed medications may not be taken as indicated 

COMPLIANCE ISSUES 

Older adults typically don’t enjoy taking prescription and over-the-counter medications, 

which can result in changes in medication adherence. Family caregivers are often tasked 
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with managing their aging loved ones’ medications because even small changes in a drug 

regimen can have big health consequences. 

40-70% of older adults 65+ do not take medication as prescribed (non-compliance). This 

could be: 

 Intentional 

 Pill burden 

 Cost 

 Complexity 

 Dispensing method 

 Impaired communication/education 

POLYPHARMACY 

The average older adult takes five or more prescription drugs each day, according to the 

Centers for Disease Control (CDC). Individuals aged 65 and older have double the risk of 

having to go the emergency room because of reactions to prescription drugs.  

Polypharmacy is the use of at least 4-5 medications daily. Taking numerous medications, 

not only prescription medications, but also over-the-counter medications and supplements, 

may cause side effects.  

Potentially undesirable side effects of polypharmacy are: 

 Weakness, tiredness, sleepiness, or decreased alertness  

 Depression, or general lack of interest  

 Constipation, diarrhea, or incontinence  

 Loss of appetite and poor nutrient absorption 

 Confusion, either continuous or episodic  

 Skin rashes  

 Anxiety or excitability  

 Increased risk of dizziness or falls 

 Hallucinations, such as seeing or hearing things  

 Decreased sexual behavior  
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 Functional impairment or malnutrition  

 Adverse drug reactions 

o Drug interactions 

o Increased use of ER, risk of hospitalization and prolonged length of stay 

o Mortality/death 

If you become concerned that your loved one might be suffering from the effects of 

polypharmacy, schedule an appointment with their doctor to discuss medications. Prior to 

the appointment, be sure to prepare a list of the medications (both prescription and over-

the-counter) that your loved one is taking. 

Factors contributing to polypharmacy in older adults 

 Higher number of different diseases (aging with comorbidity) 

 Seeing multiple providers and using multiple pharmacies 

 Hoarding medications and insisting on taking medications that are no longer 

appropriate 

 Assuming that once medication is started it should be continued 

 Using non-prescribed, over-the-counter, herbals, marijuana, and alcohol 

MEDICATION, FOOD AND ALCOHOL INTERACTION 

Food 

Some foods can affect medications and change the way they work (e.g. grapefruit and 

grapefruit juice are known to interact with many medications). Talk to a health care 

provider about diet when discussing medications. 

Alcohol 

Alcohol affects how medication works. Alcohol should be avoided when taking medications 

prescribed for sleep, pain, anxiety, or depression. Be honest with health care providers 

about how much alcohol is consumed. 

UNDERSTAND YOUR MEDICATIONS 

 Ask your health care provider or pharmacist to review ALL your medications 

annually, including prescription, over the counter drugs, vitamins, and natural 

supplements. 
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 Make sure you also understand the purpose of your medications, the proper time and 

way to take the medications, any potential adverse effects or special precautions to 

take.  

 If a health care provider stops or changes your medications, ask them to explain why 

and to answer any questions. Keep a written list of questions and add to it – it is easy 

to forget to ask questions in the moment.  

TAKE MEDICATIONS SAFELY  

 Always take medications only as prescribed by the health care provider – follow 

instructions and read the label. 

 Get all prescriptions from the same doctor & have prescriptions filled at the same 

pharmacy every time. 

 Do not share medications with others. 

 Be aware that over-the-counter medications, alcohol and herbal preparations can 

impact your response to prescribed medication.. 

 Keep track by sorting all medications into a specialized pill container, called a dosette, 

or ask your pharmacist to put your medications in blister-packs. 

 Keep an up to date list of all prescribed medications, over-the-counter medications, 

and all supplements that you are taking and what it is for. 

CONSIDER USING MEDICATION REMINDERS 

Leave your medications in plain view  

Leave your medications in a place you frequent, or a place that will act as a visual 

reminder for you to take them.  

Pill containers (Dossettes)  

Dossettes make it easy to track that you are taking the proper medication at the 

appropriate time and in safe dosages. They come in different sizes and have 

compartments for each day of the week and for different times throughout the day. 

They  are available at almost any pharmacy or major shopping chain stores. 

Blister packs  

This is a pre-packaged dispenser for medications that is made up by your 

pharmacist, and it is usually free of charge. By having someone else pre-arrange 

your medications into a container, you reduce confusion of when a medication 

should be taken. Blister packs also make it easier to track that you are taking the 
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proper medication at the appropriate time and in safe dosages. They also act as a 

visual reminder to take your medications. 

Calendar 

Hang a calendar where you keep your medications and use the calendar to mark 

down the time and day you took your medication. Be sure to do this as soon as you 

take the medication. If the medication is taken more than once a day, repeat the 

process.  

Alarms   

Consider setting alarms throughout the day to remind you to take your medications. 

For example, you can use a cell phone to set multiple alarms throughout the day for 

different medications that you may be taking. 

 

SUPPORT AND SERVICES 

 The best source of information about medications is your health care provider or 

pharmacist. 

 More information online at Healthy Ontario - www.health.gov.on.ca/en/ 

 Health advice or general health information from a registered nurse is available by 

calling TeleHealth Ontario at 1-866-797-0000. This free, confidential telephone service 

is available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES AND REFERENCES 

 eFit toolkit: Managing Medications sagelink.ca/health-care/efit-managing-medications/ 

 AVOID Frailty: How Vaccination and Optimizing Medications Can Reduce Risk 

sagelink.ca/education/education-for-older-adults/preventing-frailty-with-the-avoid-

approach/ 

 Memory tips & tricks archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/core-lit-

brochures/memory-tips-and-tricks.pdf 
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