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Talking to your Pharmacist Could Provide Relief

More than ever, people are self-medicating with
over-the-counter (OTC) drugs when they have an
ailment. Possible reasons for this include the
number of products that no longer require a pre-
scription, easy access to health information on the
Internet, and radio and television commercials in
which drug companies promote their products di-
rectly to consumers.

Gastrointestinal symptoms are quite common
and, if symptoms are mild enough, patients can
often be successful in treating their health prob-
lems with OTC drugs. However, inappropriate
use of OTC medications can hide symptoms of
more serious conditions. That is why consulting
a pharmacist may be helpful. Pharmacists can
help patients decide whether their symptoms
are severe enough that they should seek help
from a doctor. If symptoms are less severe,
pharmacists can assist patients in selecting safe
and effective OTC products.

A recent study investigated the role of phar-
macist’s interventions in people with stomach
and/or intestinal symptoms. Pharmacy students
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from a university in Belgium invited all phar-
macy customers who were attempting to self-
medicate their gastrointestinal symptoms to
participate in the study. Pharmacy students
asked these patients to describe their symp-
toms. If symptoms were severe, students sug-
gested that the patient see a physician. All other
patients were directed to OTC medications that
were determined to be most appropriate for the
symptoms patients described. Four weeks later,
patients returned to the pharmacy for a follow-
up visit.

Nearly 600 patients agreed to participate.
Most often, initial stomach/intestinal complaints
involved heartburn, acid reflux, and a feeling of
fullness right after eating a meal. Pharmacy
students encouraged 20% of patients to see a
doctor because of the severity of symptoms, but
4 weeks later, only 52% of those individuals had
followed that advice and consulted a physician.
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The most common reason for not consulting a
doctor was that patients felt their symptoms
were not severe enough. Of the patients for
whom pharmacy students recommended OTC
products, 95% reported that their symptoms
were better after 4 weeks and nearly half of
them were still taking the medicine.

These results demonstrate that pharmacists
can provide valuable assistance to patients who
are looking for drug-related answers to their
health problems. Furthermore, this study illus-
trates that when self-medication is appropriate,
pharmacists can play an important role in helping
patients select the most effective OTC medicines.
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