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CAREGIVER GUIDES

Medication Management for Family Caregivers

Tracking medications, managing refills, and talking to physicians about changes in a
loved one's regimen.
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This guide provides general educational information about medication management. It is not a substitute for
guidance from your loved one's physician or pharmacist. Never adjust or stop a medication without consulting the
prescribing provider.

Why Caregivers End Up Managing Medications

As cognitive or physical ability declines, medication management is often one of the first responsibilities that
shifts from the person receiving care to their family caregiver. It's also one of the highest-stakes: medication
errors are a leading cause of preventable hospitalizations among older adults. You don't need a medical
background to do this well — you need a system, and the willingness to ask questions until you understand the

answer.

Building a Medication System That Works

e Consolidate to one pharmacy. This lets the pharmacist's system automatically flag dangerous interactions
across all prescriptions, not just the ones from a single doctor.

e Use a weekly pill organizer sorted by day and time (morning/noon/evening/bedtime). Fill it at the same time
each week as a routine, and physically check it daily.

+ Keep a master list — medication name, dose, purpose, prescribing doctor, and start date — updated every
time something changes. Bring it, or a photo of it, to every appointment.

e Set phone reminders for medications with strict timing, especially ones tied to meals or other medications.

Staying Ahead of Refills

Running out of a medication — especially one that shouldn't be stopped abruptly, like certain blood pressure or
seizure medications — is a preventable crisis. Most pharmacies offer automatic refill reminders by text or app; set
these up for every prescription. Request 90-day supplies where medically appropriate and covered by insurance,
which reduces the number of refill cycles to track. Build in a buffer: refill at the 75% mark, not when the bottle is

empty.



Talking to Physicians About Changes

When you notice a new symptom after a medication change, come to the appointment prepared: what changed,
when it started, and how it's affecting daily function. Don't hesitate to ask directly, "Could this be related to the
new medication?" — physicians appreciate a caregiver who has done this observation work, and it often speeds
up identifying the cause. If a specialist prescribes something new, ask whether the primary care physician has
been informed, and follow up to make sure the full medication list stays synchronized across providers.

Red Flags to Watch For

e New confusion, drowsiness, or dizziness starting within days of a medication change

o A fall shortly after starting or adjusting a dose

e Refusal to take a medication, which may signal a swallowing difficulty, unpleasant side effect, or confusion
about its purpose

e Signs of an allergic reaction — rash, swelling, difficulty breathing — which require immediate medical attention

Any sudden change in behavior or cognition in an older adult deserves a medication review before being written

off as "just the disease" or normal aging — it's one of the most common reversible causes of sudden decline.

Tools That Make This Easier

Beyond a basic pill organizer, consider a medication management app that sends reminders and tracks
adherence, or an automatic pill dispenser for a loved one who lives alone or has memory challenges — many lock
on a schedule and alert a caregiver remotely if a dose is missed. Whatever system you choose, simplicity you'll
actually maintain beats a sophisticated system you abandon after two weeks.
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