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Make medication reviews part  
of your annual check-up

TTaking medication wisely — whether it’s prescribed by your doctor or 
picked off the shelf of your local pharmacy can save lives, help manage 
symptoms of chronic disease, reduce the need for surgery and improve 
quality of life. Yet the more drugs you’re taking, the greater the risk of 
dangerous drug interactions between them. An annual medication 
review is a great way to make sure you’re getting all the benefits from 
your treatment while minimizing the potential risks. 

by Dr. Gregory Curnew

typically take more than four prescription drugs, plus 
two over-the-counter (OTC) medications, at a time.

WHO NEEDS IT?
Everyone should have a medication review once a year. 
Older people, as well as those with chronic conditions 
who take several medications, may benefit from a semi-
annual review. The Ontario Drug Benefit Program cur-
rently covers one review per year for patients who take 
a minimum of three prescription drugs on a regular basis 
(a 10-day course of antibiotics doesn’t count). Residents 
of other provinces should ask their doctor or pharma-
cist if medication reviews are covered in their area. 

Before seeing your doctor, be sure to ask your 
pharmacist for an up-to-date list of all your medica-
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According to the Canadian Institute for Health 
Information, most Canadians fill at least one prescrip-
tion each year. Yet many people admit to knowing very 
little about what they’re taking. I’m amazed at how 
many of my patients don’t even know the names of their 
prescribed medications, let alone what they do. The 
problem is especially pronounced in the elderly, who 

Time to 
take stock
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tions, including dosing information. Don’t forget to 
add any OTC drugs, as well as vitamins, herbal or 
naturopathic products you take. You can also use the 
chart on page 21 to list your medications as well as 
any questions you may have about them.

DRUG INTERACTIONS
People often see many different doctors who don’t 
necessarily communicate with each other. If you 
were prescribed antibiotics for bronchitis at a walk-
in clinic, or got a month’s worth of painkillers in the 
emergency room when you hurt your ankle, your fam-
ily doctor won’t know a thing about it unless 
you bring it up.

All prescription medications 
have been tested extensively 
by Health Canada and are 
generally safe, but prescrip-
tion and OTC drugs and 
herbal medicines can in
teract with each other and 
cause harmful side effects. 
Even certain foods can inter-
act with the drugs you take. 
Grapefruit juice, for example, can 
interfere with the breakdown of cer-
tain medications in your digestive system, 
increasing its concentration in your blood 
and therefore, the risk of side effects. 

Drug combinations are sometimes necessary, but 
they can also be dangerous. Mixing the blood-thinning 
drug warfarin with aspirin, for example, increases the 
risk of bleeding while combining it with excessive 
amounts of vitamin K reduces warfarin’s effectiveness 
and therefore raises the risk of dangerous blood clots. 
Your doctor will need a complete list of everything 
you’re taking in order to assess your personal risk. 

SIDE EFFECTS
All drugs have side effects, and it’s perfectly normal 
to be concerned about them. A medication review  

is a great time to have all your questions 
answered: ask your doctor what sorts 

of things you should look out for 
and what to do if you experi-

ence symptoms (for a list of 
useful questions, see side-
bar). Often, people need 
reassurance that the ben-
efits of the drugs they’ve 

been prescribed outweigh 
the risk of side effects. Your 

doctor can help you compare 
the benefits of a drug to its poten-

tial side effects and find ways to mini-
mize their impact. 

DON’T JUST QUIT
A big part of a good review is making sure you’re 
not taking anything you don’t need. That said, you 
should never stop taking your pills without talking 
to your doctor first. While some medications may be 
unnecessary, in some cases stopping them suddenly 
can be life threatening. People who fail to renew their 
blood pressure medication, for example, not only forfeit 
the protection from cardiovascular disease and kid-
ney problems (among other complications of untreated 
hypertension) but could also experience sudden increas-
es in heart rate that can lead to a heart attack. Those 
with chronic asthma who stop taking their medication 
against their doctor’s advice are more likely to be admit-
ted to the hospital with a severe asthma attack and/
or suffer permanent damage to the lungs. Deciding to 
stop your cholesterol medication against your doctor’s 
advice will undo all the benefits you’ve been getting and, 
unless you make some very drastic lifestyle changes, 
your cholesterol levels will likely shoot right back up.

Drug combinations are sometimes necessary, 
but they can also be dangerous 

QUESTIONS TO ASK
What does this medication do?
How and when should I take it?
How do I know if it’s helping?
What side effects are most likely from  
this medication?
What should I do if I experience these effects?
Could another medication do a better job,  
with less risk?
What if I stopped taking it, or took a lower dose?
How does this mix with the other things I take,  
or with food and drink?
How long will I need to use it?
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See the glossary on 

page 23 for a definition.
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Name:			   Current date:

Date of birth:			D   ate of last visit:

Always bring an up-to-date list of all your medications, 
including any over-the-counter, herbal or naturopathic  
products that you take.

✓ self-test

MY MEDICATION REPORT

Medication Dose/Frequency Reason for taking Concerns or problems

COMPLIANCE
Even the best, most effective medication won’t do 
you any good unless you take it properly. The more 
drugs you take, the greater the chance of making a 
mistake. During your medication review, your doc-
tor will go over how and when you should take each 
of your prescriptions. If you’re finding it difficult to 
keep track, tell your doctor. He or she may be able 
to change the schedule around so it’s less confusing, 
or may recommend a pill calendar to help prevent 
missed doses. Always be sure to understand how and 
when you need to take any new medication before 

you leave the doctor’s office. Write it down if you need 
to, and double check with the pharmacist when you 
have the prescription filled. 

Despite all the benefits of medication, a healthy 
lifestyle remains the best way to avoid disease. If 
your doctor prescribes a medication, look at it as a 
helper to add to and improve your health. Always 
know what you’re getting, and make sure you con-
sult your doctor before making any changes to your  
drug regimen. It’s up to you to get the right informa-
tion to maintain your health. Consider this a team 
effort. 
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