Keep Well This Winter campaign by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer for Wales

CMO11: Asking about medicines as we get older
          

If you are taking regular prescription medicines or medication for a long term condition such as heart disease or asthma, then it is important that you understand why you are taking them, what they are for and what any potential side effects may be.  This year’s Ask About Medicines Week, which ran from 6 to 10 November, focused on taking medicines as you get older.  The messages of the Week apply all year round.

You are more likely to suffer from certain conditions such as diabetes and heart disease as you get older. If you are prescribed medication that will help to treat such conditions, then knowing what they do and how they work will contribute to your peace of mind. 

Medicines should help to treat or control your condition or the symptoms of your condition.  For example, antibiotics may be used to certain infections; an inhaler may be used to alleviate a condition such as asthma, and paracetemol may help to ease the symptoms of a cold. Medicines may also be used to prevent illness; for example, a flu vaccination is very effective in preventing influenza.

Recommended dosage

To get the most benefit from your medicine you need to take the recommended dose for the length of time advised. You can find this information on the pharmacy label, or on the packaging or the patient information leaflet. Do not take more than the maximum dose.  Usually the dose remains the same throughout the course of your treatment but sometimes you may start on a low dose and gradually increase or your doctor may gradually reduce the dose to avoid unpleasant withdrawal effects. Always speak to your doctor or pharmacist if you feel unwell after your dose has changed.

Drug interactions

It is particularly important to understand about your medication if you have more than one condition or are taking more than one medicine.  This is more likely to happen as you get older. When two or more medicines are taken at the same time, the effects of the medicines are sometimes different to when they are taken separately. These drug interactions can occur between prescription, over-the-counter and complementary medicines, or when some medicines are taken with food, alcohol, vitamins or dietary supplements. It is important to tell your GP and pharmacist what medicines you are currently taking, including any that you only take from time to time. 

Side effects

The benefit of taking your medicine should be greater than the risk of suffering any side effects. Although most medicines will have no serious adverse affects, some may affect your vision, co-ordination or your sex drive, or make you sleepy.  It is important to always read the patient information leaflet to understand about any known side effects linked to your medicine and what action to take. Call the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) on 020 7084 2000 for a copy of its leaflet ‘Taking Medicines – some questions & answers about side effects’.  If you are worried about any side effects, speak to your doctor, nurse or pharmacist, or call NHS Direct Wales on 0845 46 47. 

Remember to keep all medicines in a secure place, out of the reach of small children. This includes prescribed medicines; over-the-counter medicines such as painkillers and cold and flu remedies; creams and ointments; inhalers and vitamins. Never share your prescription medicines with other people, even if they have similar symptoms to you. You should also take any unwanted and out-of-date medicines to your local pharmacy where they can be disposed of safely.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What should you keep in a First Aid kit?

A: It is important to have a first aid kit in your home and in your car so that you can treat any minor accidents and injuries. A basic first aid kit should contain a variety of plasters; bandages; safety pins; disposable sterile gloves; tweezers; scissors; alcohol-free cleansing wipes; thermometer; antiseptic cream.  Your first aid kit should be locked and kept in a cool, dry place, out of reach of children. Medicines should be checked regularly to make sure that they are within their use-by dates. 

Q: What is meant by a ‘common’ or ‘rare’ side effect?

A: The risk of experiencing a side effect from medicine can be described using words or figures or both in the patient information leaflet that is included with your medication. “Common” means that between one in 10 and one in 100 people are affected. “Uncommon” means that between one in 100 and one in 1,000 people are affected. “Rare” means that between one in 1,000 and one in 10,000 people are affected. “Very rare” means that fewer than 1 in 10,000 people are affected.

Q: Do side effects always come on straight away?

A: This depends on the medicine and the person. Some side effects, such as an allergic reaction happen immediately; others, for example skin rashes or stomach problems may not start for days or weeks.  Generally, they happen soon after you start a new medicine or after a change in dosage. Mild side effects often disappear as your body adjusts to the new medicine or dose.

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

-Ends-

Notes

Ask About Medicines Week 2006 runs from 6th-10th November with the overall theme of asking about medicines as we get older.  

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.
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