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What is polypharmacy?  
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Wikipedia 
 “Use of four or more medications by a patient” 

 
 
Pubmed 

 search for “polypharmacy” in the article title 
 971 papers 

 
                783 when limited to humans 
   

 
    716 when limited to english language 

 
                       
 
                                                                     (Pubmed-http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/) 
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Medicine 
risks 

Medicine 
benefits 



Medicines and aging 
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Changes in kidney function 
Changes in liver function 
Changes in muscle and body fat  
Medicines stay around in the body longer 
 
Changes in how medicines work within the body 
Increased sensitivity to some medicines 
 
Changes in vision 
Changes in cognition 
Changes in communication  
Changes in ability to manage medicines 
 
Increased number of medical conditions 
Increased number of medicines 
               Increased potential for harm 
 
 



Multiple medicines 
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Multiple medicines increase the risks of medicine related harms 
 
 
 



Medicine related risks 
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All medicines have risks 
 -prescription medicines 
 -over the counter medicines 
 -herbal and complementary medicines 
 -traditional medicines 

 



Medicine related risks 
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Adverse reactions 
 “Side effects” 
 “Allergies” 
  Not all people using a medication will experience side efffects 

 
 
Interactions 

 When 2 or more medicines affect each other in the body 
 
 
 
Lack of benefit 

  
 



Reducing medicine related risks 
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Brand name versus generic name 
 

 Brand name belongs to the manufacturer 
 One medicine may have many different brand names  

 
Sertra, Sertracor, Setrona, Eleva, Xydep, Zoloft 
 

 Generic name belongs to the active ingredient 
 
Sertraline 



Reducing medicine related risks 
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Medicine classes 
•  Each medicine belongs to a family or class 
•  Families and classes share actions and side effects 
•  Knowing which medicines relate to each other makes it 

easier to identify medication related problems 
   
     



Medicine classes/families 
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SSRIs	  Sertraline	  

Paroxe:ne	  

Citalopram	   Escitalopram	  

Fluoxe:ne	  

Fluvoxamine	  



Mental health medicines 
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Often called psychotropic medicines 
 
Used for a variety of indications 

 Mental health related and non-mental health related 
 
One medicines may have multiple indications 

 eg some antidepressants are used for pain or for urinary incontinence 
  

 



Commonly used medicines in 
mental health  
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Antidepressants 
Antipsychotics 
Lithium 
Benzodiazepines 
Z-drugs 
Stimulants 
Medicines for drug and alcohol dependence 
 

  



Common side effects 
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Psychoactive medicines all act in the brain 
 -drowsiness 
 -confusion 

 
Psychoactive medicines often also have anticholinergic effects 

 -dry mouth 
 -constipation 
 -blurred vision 
 -drowsiness 
 -confusion 
  

Using multiple psychoactive agents will increase the risk of these side effects 



How common are common side 
effects? 
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Common 
 >1%  
 more than 1 in every 100 people using the medicine 

 
 



How common are common side 
effects? 
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Infrequent 
 >0.1-1%  
 between 1 in every 100 people using the medicine to 1         

        in 1000 of people using the medicine  
 
 



How common are common side 
effects? 
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Rare 
 <0.1%   
 less than 1 in 1000 people using the medicine 

 
 



Finding information on side 
effects 
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Australian Medicines 
Handbook 

 -also available via CIAP 
 
Information on adverse effects 
 
Information on how to use 
medicines in the elderly  
 
Easy to use 



MIMs-Amitriptyline 
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MIMs-Amitriptyline 
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AMH-Amitriptyline 
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MIMs-Interactions 
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AMH-Interactions 
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AMH-Interactions 
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Reducing medicine related risks 
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Know the common side effects and interactions  
 
Make life easy! 

  -use generic names 
  -use medicines classes/families 
   -classes often share side effects 
    eg SSRI antidepressants 
    



Side effects associated with 
SSRI antidepressants 
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Interactions with SSRIs 
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Reducing medication related risks 
with mental health medications 
among older persons 
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Know your medicines 
  Generic names 
  Medicine families or classes 

 
Know how to find good quality medicines information 
 
Know your pharmacist 

  Part of the multidisciplinary health team   
  Great source of information 
  Home medicines reviews 
  Residential medication management review 
  Dose administration aid packing 
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