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PRACTICE  INS IGHT S

Self-care, ranging from the 
treatment of minor ailments 
to the daily management of 

chronic diseases, plays a prominent 
role in the effi  cient functioning of 
the overall health care system. Most 
patients prefer the convenience of 
self-treatment with nonprescription 
medications compared with costly 
and time-consuming visits to medical 
providers for the management of 
many health conditions. 

The appropriate selection and use 
of over-the-counter (OTC) products 
and other self-care strategies are 
vital for optimal patient outcomes. 
Patients are increasingly well 
informed about self-care treatment 
options and gather their information 
from a variety of sources. However, 
despite patients’ expanding health 
care knowledge base, patients may 
be overwhelmed and in some cases 
misinformed by information from 
various media sources about the 
latest benefi t or risk believed to be 
associated with a treatment option. 

The knowledge and insight 
provided by an experienced health 
care provider can be invaluable for 
selecting the right course of treat-
ment. A report from the National 
Council on Patient Information and 
Education revealed that the majority 
of patients (56%) do seek the advice 
of health care providers (including 
pharmacists) to assist with OTC 
product selection.1 Pharmacists 
are one of the most trusted sources 
of accurate and timely health care 
information and play a crucial role in 
assisting patients with the selection 
and appropriate use of nonprescrip-
tion products. Notably, pharmacists 
are the only health professionals who 
receive specifi c training in the appro-
priate use of OTC products and are 
well positioned to make product 
recommendations and support 

self-treating patients. 
The American Pharmacists 

Association conducted a survey in 
2015 to explore the role of pharmacists 
in supporting self- treating patients 
and gain deeper insight regarding 
how pharmacists engage with 
patients in community pharmacy set-
tings. Practice development options 
for increasing pharmacist- patient 
engagement related to self-care 
were also explored. A total of 394 
pharmacists responded to the online 
portion of the survey and an addi-
tional 20 participated in in-depth 
telephone surveys.

Survey respondents were well 
distributed geographically and 
practiced in a variety of community 
pharmacy settings (36% chain 
pharmacy, 26% independent phar-
macy, 12% supermarket pharmacy, 4% 
mass-merchant pharmacy, and 22% 
other). Of note, 13% of respondents 
reported that there was an urgent 
care clinic at their practice location. 
Respondents worked in pharmacies 

that fi lled an average of 294.5 
prescriptions per day. On average, 
survey respondents provided 
patient counseling on self-care 
topics or OTC medications 7.2 
times each day.

Introduction

56% 
of patients 
seek the 
advice of 
health care 
providers 
(including 
pharmacists) 
to assist 
with OTC 
product 
selection 
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OTC medications are convenient and 
cost-eff ective options for self-treating 
patients. Every $1 spent on OTC medi-

cations results in a savings of $6 to $7 for the 
health care system due to fewer medical visits 
and prescriptions. Overall, OTC medications 
provide $102 billion in savings each year com-
pared with alternative treatment options.2 This 
savings is attributable to $77 billion in avoided 
medical offi  ce visits and diagnostic testing and 
$25 billion in medication cost savings compared 
with prescription products.3 If OTC medications 
were not available without a prescription, the 
increased demand for medical offi  ce visits would 
require an additional 56,000 full-time medical 
professionals.2 On the other hand, it has been 
estimated that increased use of self-care—in-
cluding the use of OTC medications and elim-
ination of unnecessary medical visits—could 
save the U.S. health care system an additional 
$5.2 billion each year.3

Access to OTC medications is particularly 
important for underserved populations. Without 
OTC medications, underserved populations would 
be more likely to seek more expensive forms of 
care, such as emergency department visits.

Patient Self-Care 
Trends

SURVEY RESPONDENTS REPORTED THAT PATIENTS EXPRESS INTEREST IN OTC 
PRODUCTS AS AN ALTERNATIVE TO PRESCRIPTION MEDICATIONS FOR MANY 
REASONS, INCLUDING WHEN THEY:

■ Have a high co-pay or high deductible plan

■ Lack medical and/or prescription coverage

■ Desire to avoid the hassle of a physician offi  ce visit and coordinating refi lls

■ Have received a specifi c OTC product recommendation from a physician

■ Desire to be self-suffi  cient and self-manage their condition

■ Believe their prescription medications are not producing desired improvement in health

■ Can reduce their out-of-pocket costs even with prescription coverage
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Pharmacists reported that a 
patient request for assistance 
was the primary reason for 

providing counseling to self-treating 
patients. However, 13% of phar-
macists reported that they often 
initiate patient counseling based on 
observed patient behavior or identi-
fi ed medication use concerns. 

Pharmacists were asked to re-
port the two most frequent counsel-
ing topics. Patients were most likely 
to seek guidance regarding product 
selection for specifi c symptoms. 

Pharmacists were most likely to 
respond to patient inquiries regard-
ing cough and cold and manage-
ment of allergies. Other common 

inquiries addressed gastrointestinal 
complaints, dermatologic issues, 
and dietary supplements. 

Survey respondents were also 
questioned about how pharmacy tech-
nicians and other pharmacy support 
staff  interact with patients regard-
ing self-care and OTC medications. 

Self-Care Activities in 
Community Pharmacy

MOST FREQUENT COUNSELING TOPICS
(Respondents could select two.)

90% Product selection for specifi c symptoms

37% Potential drug interactions with other medications 
(prescription and OTC)

34% Dosing and administration

22% When to seek medical advice/attention

14% Side eff ects and safety considerations

2% Other 

TECHNICIAN ROLES 
IN FACILITATING 
SELF-CARE

34% Refer to pharmacist 
if question relates 
to use

28% Assist in locating

26% Refer all questions 
to pharmacist

13% Conduct pre-screen-
ing before referring 
to pharmacist

MOST FREQUENT 
SELF-CARE 
THERAPEUTIC AREAS
(Respondents could select two.)

87% Cough and cold

53% Seasonal or 
environmental 
allergies

28% Gastrointestinal

14% Dermatological

11% Dietary supplements

2% Nicotine 
replacements

5% Other 

American Pharmacists Association  |  3  



PRACTICE  INS IGHT S

Pharmacist-Patient 
Self-Care Engagement 

Ensuring that patients use OTCs 
safely and understand product 
limitations are primary con-

cerns for pharmacists. Pharmacists 
reported gathering many types of 
information from patients to ensure 
safety and eff ectiveness of OTC 
product use.

Furthermore, pharmacists work 
to confi rm that patients under-
stand how to use nonprescription 
products safely. The most common 
methods include assessing the pa-
tient’s ability to repeat the instruc-
tions and assessing the patient’s 
nonverbal behaviors. Pharmacists 
also provide printed informational 
resources or use technology (e.g., 
websites, online videos, apps) to 
provide patient self-care education, 
but this was less common. Although 

pharmacists did not use these mate-
rials frequently, they did report that 
patient-specifi c print and electronic 
educational materials would be 
helpful. Of note, 20% reported fre-
quently needing to provide patient 
education materials in Spanish.

Patients are generally very re-
ceptive to the advice provided by 

INFORMATION TO GATHER FROM PATIENTS
(Listed from most important to least important information.)

Information to ensure eff ectiveness

■ Confi rm patient’s desired outcome is 
consistent with product indication

■ Determine previous methods, 
products tried, used and eff ectiveness

■ Previous/current medical treatment 
for symptoms/condition

■ Confi rm patient symptoms/problems 
and duration meet indications for use

Information to ensure safety

■ Current medication use (prescription and 
non-prescription, dietary supplements, etc.)

■ Active medical conditions

■ Patients’ ability to understand and follow 
instructions for use

■ Clinical symptoms and duration

■ When to stop use and seek advice from 
pharmacist or doctor

■ Patient age

■ Patient weight

■ When to ask advice from pharmacist or doctor 
before use

20% 
of pharmacists
reported frequently 
needing to provide 
patient education 
materials in Spanish 
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pharmacists. However, pharmacists reported 
many barriers to patient engagement on self-
care and OTC product topics. 

Approximately half of the pharmacists 
reported following up with patients after a 
self-care counseling session to assess status. 
Pharmacists were most likely to follow up with 
patients during the patient’s next visit to the 
pharmacy, but they also frequently followed 
up by calling patients. 

BARRIERS TO PATIENT ENGAGEMENT

Barrier Experiencing the 
Barrier Frequently

Patient is seeking recommendation 
when medical care is indicated 66%
Patients are in a hurry to leave 
the pharmacy 65%
Patients erroneously consider OTC 
products overly safe 64%
Most patients do not want to 
be counseled 46%
Patient’s fi rst language is 
not English 32%
Limited knowledge of product 
requested by patient 31%
Limited or not easily accessible 
clinical effi  cacy data 29%
Lack of eff ective patient education 
resources to guide counseling and 
share with patient

27%

Patient is unable or unwilling to 
share needed information 22%
Patient cultural or other health beliefs 
confl ict with intended product use or 
indications

20%

Lack of educational tools/resources 20%
Too much liability in counseling 11%

OUTCOMES FROM PATIENT SELF-CARE 
COUNSELING ENCOUNTERS

Outcome Likelihood

Patient selects the OTC product 
consistent with my guidance

64%

Patient selects an OTC product similar 
to what I recommended

13%

Patient elects not to purchase product 
and decides to seek medical care

8%

Patient selects an OTC product 
despite pharmacy advice

7%

REASONS FOR FOLLOW-UP
(Respondents could select all that apply.)

94% To determine if patient’s 
symptoms had improved

49% Verify the patient sought 
medical care as advised

22% Patient had other medical 
conditions that may worsen 
or be aff ected

20% Concern that patient may 
not take as instructed/
recommended

19% A potential drug interaction 
required reassessment
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Patient counseling is most  like-
ly  to occur in the pharmacy 
product aisles (34%) or at the 

pharmacy counter (30%). Other 
locations for providing counsel-
ing include private or semi-private 
counseling areas.

Pharmacists were questioned 
about which two pharmacy layout 
elements and which two operational 
strategies they thought would be 
most likely to increase frequency 
of pharmacist-patient engagement 

on self-care and nonprescription 
product use. 

Pharmacists felt that media-based 
consumer education regarding safety 
and effi  cacy was the most import-
ant non-pharmacy factor that would 
improve the safety of chronic use of 
OTC medications. Other potential 
interventions included regulatory 
requirements for purchasing products 
and required patient monitoring. 

Pharmacists note that OTC ed-
ucation and counseling is typically 

related to patient queries about prod-
uct selection for acute health issues. 
Chronic use recommendations may 
be provided as a component of med-
ication therapy management services 
or other patient care services but are 
generally not the focus of a patient 
inquiry. Pharmacists were questioned 
about which two operational strate-
gies and which two pharmacist-spe-
cifi c strategies they thought would 
best reduce patient risk associated 
with chronic use of OTC medications. 

Self-Care Practice 
Management Strategies

STRATEGIES TO INCREASE FREQUENCY OF 
PATIENT ENGAGEMENT
(Listed from most important to least important strategy.)

Pharmacy Layout Elements

■ Location of nonprescription and self-care 
products readily accessible by pharmacists

■ Patient ability to directly view and initiate com-
munication with a pharmacist

■ Ability of pharmacist to directly view patients in 
self-care and nonprescription product areas of 
the pharmacy

■ Private consultation area

■ Semi-private consultation area

Operational Strategies

■ Support staff  training to triage and connect the 
patient with the pharmacist

■ Pharmacist education/training on self-care 
topics

■ Improved access to patient education resources

■ Specifi c expectations established by manage-
ment and incorporation in job performance 
evaluations

■ Performance incentive programs based on 
sales volume

STRATEGIES TO REDUCE PATIENT RISK 
ASSOCIATED WITH CHRONIC USE OF 
OTC MEDICATIONS

Operational Strategies

■ Product placement that encourages patient 
to engage with pharmacy staff 

■ Establishing pharmacy procedures/
processes to facilitate patient-pharmacist 
engagement

■ Pharmacist counseling required prior to 
purchase/sale

■ Create a process for pharmacist follow-up/
monitoring while patient is using product

■ Make available mobile apps and/or online 
resources to help answer patient questions 
while using product

Pharmacist-Specifi c Strategies

■ Coordinated care processes with patients 
and their physicians

■ Pharmacist training on practice 
management for self-care services

■ Pharmacist clinical education/training on 
patient engagement

(Listed from most important to least important strategy.)

6  |  Practice Insights: Pharmacists as Self-Care Advisors



PRACTICE  INS IGHT S

Although pharmacists already 
serve a vital role in educat-
ing self-treating patients, 

many opportunities remain for phar-
macists to enhance their services. 
Expanding access to and use of 
such services could advance public 
health and allow for more effi  cient 
use of health care resources. 

Survey respondents were ques-
tioned regarding what would moti-
vate them to implement a new phar-
macy/pharmacist service focused 
on self-care and OTC medications. 
Need for work fl ow integration and 
fi nancial viability (return on invest-
ment) were consistently identifi ed 
as major drivers for new service 
development and success.

Consistent with other pharmacist 
surveys, participants were asked to 
report the most signifi cant barriers 
in their practices to implementing a 
new pharmacy/pharmacist service fo-
cused on self-care and OTC medica-
tions. Work fl ow and time constraints 
were the most signifi cant barriers 
to developing new service off erings.  
Pharmacists were willing but not 
consistently able to provide services 
desired by their employer.

Finally, pharmacists were question-
ed regarding their ongoing profes-
sional development and educational 
needs to support the provision of self- 
care services. Pharmacists report 
that they currently obtain information 
about self-care topics and OTC med-
ications from a variety of sources. 

Regarding ongoing educational 
needs, pharmacists were asked 
about which specifi c educational 
topics they would fi nd most useful 
for improving or enhancing their 
ability to advise patients on self-
care and OTC medication use.

Self-Care Services and 
Pharmacist Development

FACTORS SUPPORTING 
SERVICE IMPLEMENTATION 
(Participants were asked to 
select their top two choices.)

44% Service can be 
integrated into 
current practice

39% Additional revenue 
opportunity (product 
sales or reimburse-
ment for service)

38% Greater patient 
loyalty

34% Ability to demonstrate 
positive patient out-
comes and safety

SOURCES OF SELF-CARE 
PRODUCT INFORMATION 
(Participants could select all 
that apply.)

81% Package labels

53% Internet searches

49% Intranet resources 
provided by employer

38% Electronic newsletters/ 
journals

37% Manufacturer 
websites

34% Printed professional 
publications

26% Epocrates

15% Medscape

5% E-communities/
list serves

BARRIERS TO SERVICE 
IMPLEMENTATION
(Participants could select all 
that apply.)

85% Time/work fl ow

55% Lack of payment/
business model for 
services provided 

28% Provider acceptance 
and willingness to 
coordinate care

25% Patient acceptance

22% Pharmacist 
motivation

12% Pharmacist 
knowledge

DESIRED EDUCATIONAL 
TOPICS
(Participants could select only 
one response.)

43% Clinical updates

21% Practice management 
and operational work 
fl ow modifi cations

19% Patient engagement, 
counseling, and 
education methods

17% Information on best 
practice models
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Pharmacists, pharmacies, manufacturers, associ-
ation and government agencies, should collabo-
rate in developing strategies that can continue to 

support patient self-care decision-making. Self-care, 
including appropriate use of OTC medications, is an 
integral component of an effi  cient and eff ective health 
care system. Patients benefi t when self-care choices 
are made in an informed manner, because they are 
more likely to use eff ective remedies that are appro-
priate for their health conditions and are less likely to 
engage in unsafe practices.

Pharmacists are a crucial resource for providing pa-
tients with the information they need to make wise de-
cisions about their health. Moreover, pharmacists can 
screen for conditions that require physician evaluation 
and make appropriate referrals. The growing role of 

the pharmacist as a provider of patient care services 
can facilitate enhanced interactions with patients 

surrounding self-care for both acute and chronic 
conditions. 

As health care professionals, pharmacists 
must ensure they remain informed and up 
to date regarding self-care information and 
must seek out opportunities to support 
patients. Pharmacists have remarkable 
access to the public, providing numerous 
opportunities to initiate and build con-
sulting relationships with their self-care 

patients. For example, pharmacists, with 
technician support, can interact with patients as they 

select and purchase OTC medications and review use 
of these products during the provision of a variety of 
patient care services. By reaching out and interacting 
with patients regarding OTC medications, pharmacists 
reinforce their image as health care providers. 

Self-care activities provide an opportunity to 
expand patient care services. By combining a self-care 
practice with other patient care services, pharmacists 
can provide more integrated and comprehensive care. 
Developing and implementing processes and proce-
dures that support such interactions can have numer-
ous benefi ts, including improved safety and health for 
patients, greater professional satisfaction for pharma-
cists, enhanced perceptions of community pharmacies 
as a location for receiving health care, and elevated 
roles of pharmacists in the provision of patient care. 

Self-Care Provides Opportunities 
for Pharmacists
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