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Patient medication adherence 

Definition of Patient Medication Adherence 

What is Medication Adherence? 

• Medication adherence refers to the degree to which a patient correctly follows medical advice 
and instructions related to prescribed medications. This includes: 

o Taking medications at the right time 

o In the correct dose 

o For the full duration prescribed 

o In the correct way (e.g., with food, on an empty stomach, etc.) 

• According to the World Health Organization (WHO), adherence is defined as: 

o “The extent to which a person’s behavior—taking medication, following a diet, and/or 
executing lifestyle changes—corresponds with agreed recommendations from a 
healthcare provider.” 

Distinction Between Adherence and Compliance 

• Compliance implies a more passive role of the patient, simply following the doctor's 
instructions. 

• Adherence, on the other hand, emphasizes a partnership between the patient and the 
healthcare provider, where the patient is actively involved in the decision-making process. 

Types of Medication Adherence Behavior: 

1. Adherent – Patient takes medication exactly as prescribed. 

2. Non-adherent – Patient does not follow the prescribed regimen. 

o Intentional non-adherence: Deliberate choice (e.g., due to side effects, beliefs). 

o Unintentional non-adherence: Due to forgetfulness, misunderstanding, etc. 

Types of Non-Adherence 

• There are two major types: 

1. Intentional non-adherence: The patient consciously chooses not to follow the 
treatment plan. Reasons may include beliefs about the medicine, fear of side effects, or 
perceived lack of benefit. 

2. Unintentional non-adherence: Occurs when the patient wants to follow the treatment 
plan but fails due to external factors such as forgetfulness, misunderstanding 
instructions, or financial constraints. 
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Factors Affecting Medication Adherence 

• Medication adherence is influenced by a complex set of factors.  

WHO categorizes these into five key dimensions: 

A. Socioeconomic Factors 

➢ These include the broader social and economic circumstances in which a patient lives. 

o Low income or poverty: Medication may be unaffordable. 

o Lack of health insurance or coverage limitations. 

o Low educational level: Difficulty understanding prescription instructions. 

o Lack of social support: No family or caregiver to assist. 

o Cultural beliefs and practices: May influence a patient's views on Western 
medicine or certain drug therapies. 

B. Health System/Healthcare Team-Related Factors 

➢ These involve how the healthcare system and providers interact with the patient. 

o Poor communication between patient and provider: If patients don't understand 
their diagnosis or treatment plan, they may not adhere properly. 

o Long wait times or inaccessible pharmacy services. 

o Lack of continuity of care: Seeing different doctors may result in confusion or 
conflicting advice. 

o Limited consultation time: Pharmacists or doctors may not have enough time to 
explain the importance of adherence. 

C. Condition-Related Factors 

➢ These relate to the patient's illness or health condition. 

o Chronic diseases (e.g., hypertension, diabetes): Long-term therapy may lead to 
fatigue or forgetfulness. 

o Asymptomatic conditions: Patients may not feel sick (e.g., high blood pressure) 
and stop taking medication. 

o Mental health conditions: Depression or cognitive disorders can interfere with a 
patient's ability to remember or manage medication. 

D. Therapy-Related Factors 

➢ These include the complexity and characteristics of the prescribed therapy. 

o Complex regimens: Multiple medications or doses throughout the day can be 
difficult to manage. 

o Side effects: Fear or experience of adverse drug reactions may lead to 
discontinuation. 
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o Duration of treatment: Longer courses can lead to declining adherence over time. 

o Route of administration: Injectable or inhalable medications may be more difficult 
for patients to use correctly. 

E. Patient-Related Factors 

➢ These are individual patient characteristics and behaviors. 

o Forgetfulness or busy lifestyle. 

o Lack of motivation or understanding of the importance of adherence. 

o Fear of dependence on medication. 

o Misconceptions about disease and treatment. 

o Personal beliefs and preferences: Some may prefer herbal remedies or fear 
pharmaceuticals. 

Formula for Medication Adherence 

Medication Adherence Rate (%)  

Adherence (%) = (
Number of doses taken

Number of doses prescribed
) × 𝟏𝟎𝟎 

Explanation: 

➢ Number of doses taken: The actual number of doses the patient consumed over a given 
period. 

➢ Number of doses prescribed: The total number of doses the healthcare provider 
prescribed for that same period. 

➢ Adherence (%): Expressed as a percentage, where 100% indicates perfect adherence. 

Example:  

➢ If a patient was prescribed 2 doses per day for 30 days, the total number of prescribed doses 
is: 

𝟐 × 𝟑𝟎 = 𝟔𝟎 doses 

➢ If the patient actually took 54 doses: 

Adherence = (
𝟓𝟒

𝟔𝟎
) × 𝟏𝟎𝟎 = 𝟗𝟎% 

➢ This means the patient has a 90% adherence rate. 

 

Role of the Pharmacist in Improving Medication Adherence 

• Community pharmacists play a central and direct role in improving patient medication 
adherence. As one of the most accessible healthcare professionals, pharmacists are in a 
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unique position to interact regularly with patients, provide education, and monitor medication 
use. 

• Pharmacists can intervene at multiple stages of a patient’s medication journey, from 
dispensing to follow-up, to ensure adherence is optimized. 

Patient Education and Counseling 

One of the most important responsibilities of a community pharmacist is to educate and counsel 
patients effectively. 

A. Clear Communication 

➢ Use simple, non-technical language when explaining how to take medications. 

➢ Confirm the patient understands the dose, frequency, route, and duration. 

➢ Use the "teach-back method": Ask patients to repeat instructions in their own words to 
ensure comprehension. 

B. Explain Importance of Adherence 

➢ Emphasize how regular use of medication controls the disease and prevents 
complications. 

➢ Help patients understand that skipping doses or stopping early may worsen the condition. 

C. Address Misconceptions 

➢ Correct common myths about side effects or dependency. 

➢ Reassure patients about the safety and effectiveness of their prescribed therapy. 

Simplifying the Medication Regimen 

• Pharmacists can work with prescribers to recommend simplified regimens, which are easier 
for patients to follow. 

o Reduce pill burden: Suggest combination medications where available. 

o Once-daily dosing: Advocate for medications that can be taken less frequently. 

o Fixed-dose combinations (FDCs): Help patients manage multiple conditions with 
fewer tablets. 

Identifying and Addressing Barriers to Adherence 

Pharmacists must proactively identify and address barriers that may lead to non-adherence. 

Financial Constraints 

➢ Recommend generic alternatives or more affordable brands. 

➢ Guide patients towards government schemes or insurance programs that reduce out-of-
pocket costs. 

Side Effects 

➢ Counsel patients on expected side effects and how to manage them. 
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