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More than 43 million Americans provide unpaid care to a family member or other 

loved one. This work can deepen the relationship between caregiver and care 

recipient, offer the caregiver a sense of purpose, and even prolong the care 

recipient’s life. It is also often thankless, demoralizing, exhausting work. 

Between 13-22 percent of caregivers also juggle other work. Seventy-two percent 

of caregivers work at least 30 hours a week, in addition to an average caregiving 

burden of 20 hours per week. Many caregivers feel caught between the demands 

of work, the challenges of caregiving, and the needs of their children or spouse. 

They worry that they’re not doing enough, struggle with helping their loved one take 

medication, and put themselves on the back burner. 

Forty to seventy percent of caregivers have clinically significant symptoms of 

depression. It should come as no surprise that so many caregivers struggle with 

depression and burnout given how little support they get. Caregiving is hard, but it 

doesn’t have to be overwhelming. The right medication management strategy can 

help you support your loved one, protect your own mental health, and prolong your 

loved one’s independence.

INTRODUCTION

https://www.caregiver.org/caregiver-statistics-demographics
https://www.caregiver.org/caregiver-statistics-work-and-caregiving
https://www.caregiver.org/caregiver-statistics-work-and-caregiving
https://caregiveraction.org/resources/caregiver-statistics
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As a caregiver, it can be easy to 

wonder whether you are making 

a difference—especially when 

stubborn elders reject help or family 

members criticize your caregiving 

work. Your efforts matter. Data from 

2013 suggests the dollar value of 

unpaid caregiving is at least  

$470 billion.

Medication management is critical 

to your loved one’s safety. Taking the 

right medication the right way can 

reduce your loved one’s symptoms 

and prolong their life. Yet about half 

of people with chronic illnesses 

skip pills or don’t take medication 

correctly. Twenty-six percent of 

hospital readmissions are due to 

medication issues. Stress, distraction, 

cognitive impairments, and logistical 

concerns make it difficult for many 

seniors to manage their medication. 

For busy caregivers, medication 

management can seem like a full-

time job. The right medication 

CAREGIVING AND MEDICATION 
MANAGEMENT: THE BASICS

The right medication 
management 
strategy can 
give you some of 
your time back 
while supporting 
your loved one’s 
independence.

management strategy, however, can 

give you some of your time back 

while supporting your loved one’s 

independence. It can even keep 

them out of assisted living, saving 

your family thousands of dollars and 

helping your loved one live the life 

they choose.

https://www.pcpcc.org/resource/valuing-invaluable-putting-dollar-value-family-caregiving
https://www.pcpcc.org/resource/valuing-invaluable-putting-dollar-value-family-caregiving
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/20039597/ns/health-health_care/t/millions-skip-meds-dont-take-pills-correctly/#.XBE8MIgrJhE
https://www.beckershospitalreview.com/quality/26-of-readmissions-are-medication-related-study-shows.html
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Medication management begins with understanding your loved one’s medication 

needs. Which drugs must they take on a regular basis? How well are they complying 

with their doctor’s treatment recommendations? 

Begin by making a detailed list of your loved one’s medications. Include dosages, 

how frequently the drugs must be taken, and how often they must be refilled. List 

any potential drug interactions. For example, some sleeping pills are unsafe to take 

with alcohol. Also note the doctor who prescribed the medication. 

Don’t forget about skin salves, eye drops, vitamins, supplements, and other over-

the-counter remedies. These are medications, too, and play an important role in your 

loved one’s health.

Once you have a basic understanding of the medications your loved one needs, it’s 

time to talk to your loved one about them. This should be a collaborative, low-stakes 

conversation. Don’t talk about taking control or condescend to your loved one. 

Instead, elicit their input. Ask about how well they think their medication is working, if 

they are experiencing any side effects, and if there is anything they think could help 

them better manage their medication.

UNDERSTAND YOUR  
LOVED ONE’S NEEDS
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Understanding Your Loved One’s Needs

As you gather information and talk to your loved one, know the warning signs of 

medication abuse and mismanagement. These include:

• Changes in your loved one’s mood or personality. 

• Suddenly worsening symptoms. 

• Missing pills. 

• Pills scattered throughout the house. 

• Too many pills, which may indicate your loved one is not taking their medication. 

• Frequently forgetting things, which may mean your loved one is at risk of    

    forgetting medication.

• Changes in your loved one’s appearance. 
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GET FAMILIAR WITH YOUR  
LOVED ONE’S MEDICATIONS

Your loved one’s doctor and pharmacist are trusted resources for understanding 

and managing their medication. They should not, however, be the final word on 

medication. Prescribing and dispensing errors are common. This means that you 

must understand your loved one’s medication needs and know how to monitor for 

potential problems, such as incorrect doses, dangerous drug interactions, or taking 

the wrong pills. 

Below are some simple strategies that can help you understand your loved  

one’s medications:

Understand why your loved one is taking each medication.  

A 2014 study found that more than half of seniors take at least 

one medically unnecessary drug. Talk to your loved one’s 

doctor or pharmacist about the specific clinical indications for 

each medication.

Learn about each drug. Review the drug facts on the bottle or 

in the prescription insert. This reveals important information 

about when and how to take each drug, as well as whether 

certain medications should be avoided when taking the drug.

Check for drug interactions. This drug interaction tool can 

help you assess whether your loved one should avoid certain 

medications or foods.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5942474/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3864987/
https://www.webmd.com/interaction-checker/default.htm
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Get Familiar With Your Loved One’s Medications

Know what each drug looks like, then check each pill bottle. 

This makes it easier to ensure the pharmacy has given your 

loved one the right drug.

Know the most common side effects associated 
with each drug, and contact a doctor if your 
loved one experiences side effects.

Work with the pharmacy to decrease the frequency of 

pharmacy visits. Synchronization is the ability to pick up 

all medications in a single trip. Research published in 2018 

found that medication synchronization programs improved 

medication adherence, which is linked to better health care 

outcomes. Synchronizing the refill date also makes it easier 

to use pill dispensers, count pills, and lean on other tools for 

ensuring medication adherence.

Monitor your loved one when they start a new medication. 

Know the most common side effects associated with that 

drug, and contact a doctor if your loved one experiences 

side effects. Carefully assess for signs of an allergic reaction, 

which might include a rash, difficulty breathing, or even loss of 

consciousness. If your loved one has an allergic reaction, call 

911 or go to the emergency room.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29309231
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MAKE A MEDICATION PLAN BASED 
ON YOUR LOVED ONE’S NEEDS

Armed with knowledge about your loved one’s medical needs and the medication 

they take, you can now assess the potential challenges to medication adherence 

they may face. Many caregivers mistakenly believe that seniors don’t take their 

medication because they want to be defiant or difficult. But consider things from your 

loved one’s perspective instead. Are they overwhelmed? Frustrated? Do they feel 

like they are losing control? 

Some common reasons for medication nonadherence, and some simple solutions to 

each, include:

• Taking too many medications. The more medications your loved one takes, the 

more pill schedules they have to remember. This makes it progressively more 

difficult to follow a doctor’s orders. Simple medication reminders set up through a 

smartphone or alarm watch may help. 
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Make a Medication Plan Based on Your Loved One’s Needs

• Difficulty reading or understanding dosing instructions. Failing eyesight can make 

reading pill bottles challenging. Medical and pharmacological jargon can prove 

difficult to understand, especially if the instructions on the pill bottle are unclear. Try 

spending some time talking to your loved one about the timing and dosing for each 

pill, and work together to develop a chart in large print. Then set up medication 

reminders or use an automatic pill dispenser to help your loved one remember.

• Physical difficulties managing medication. Does your loved one have trouble 

opening pill bottles or breaking tablets? An automatic pill dispenser allows you to 

preload the right dosage, circumventing this common challenge. 

• Challenges sorting pills. A pile of pills on the table can feel overwhelming. Many 

seniors struggle with sorting their pills into pill dispensers and other helpful 

storage devices. Consider sorting their pills for them. Choose dispensers that can 

hold more pills, since this increases the time between pill sorting days. Or use an 

automatic pill dispenser to take the guesswork out of the process.

Try spending some time talking to your loved one 
about the timing and dosing for each pill, and 
work together to develop a chart in large print.
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Make a Medication Plan Based on Your Loved One’s Needs

Many caregivers feel overwhelmed trying to manage the challenges of medication 

management on their own. It can feel like just one more problem. But tackling these 

issues head-on can actually relieve your stress. It may even be possible to outsource 

some of the work to various technological devices. Some strategies that may  

help include: 

• Pill management boxes. These devices sort pills by day, and sometimes by time 

of day. They allow caregivers to presort pills, eliminating concerns about dosages. 

Seniors can also pick pill boxes that suit their aesthetic preferences. From leopard 

print covers to plain, inconspicuous dispensers, there’s an option that will appeal to 

the senior in your life. Pill management boxes won’t help your loved one remember 

to take pills, but you can use them in combination with reminder devices such as 

smartphone apps. 

• Reminder devices. If your loved one struggles with remembering pills, smartphone 

apps, smartwatch alarms, or even a few daily phone calls can help.
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Make a Medication Plan Based on Your Loved One’s Needs

• Automatic pill dispensers. These devices merge pill management boxes and 

reminder devices into one seamless option. They can also prevent medication 

misuse by alerting caregivers if a senior has missed a pill or if someone has 

attempted to tamper with the device. Automatic pill dispensers are an excellent 

option for seniors who take many pills that require complex schedules, as well 

as those with cognitive impairments or a history of medication errors or misuse. 

If you’re concerned about another person—such as a family member with a 

history of drug abuse—taking or misusing a senior’s medications, these devices 

can keep your loved one’s pills safe from theft and misuse. Devices such as Livi 

allow caregivers to remotely monitor medication, reducing the need for frequent 

medication management trips. You’ll also receive notifications when your loved one 

is running low on medication. 

• Refill and maintenance strategies. Medication management is about more than 

just taking the right pills at the right time. It also requires you to know when it’s time 

to get a refill and whether a refill will necessitate a trip to the doctor. Synchronizing 

refills with your pharmacist can make the process easier. Consider also maintaining 

a detailed medication calendar and setting up reminders well in advance of the day 

the pills run out. This gives you a significant cushion for making appointments and 

picking up pills. 

Medication management is about more than just 
taking the right pills at the right time.
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Make a Medication Plan Based on Your Loved One’s Needs

• In-home help. Some seniors don’t want to rely on technology, or need more help 

than tech devices can offer. If this sounds familiar, hiring in-home help a few hours 

a day—or even just a few days a week—can give you a break and help your loved 

one get the additional assistance they need. Some seniors are more responsive 

to “outsiders,” too, so if you’re struggling to get your loved one to cooperate with 

taking their medication, bringing in outside help might be the antidote to this 

common challenge.

Seniors are not children. Even when they have complex medical needs, they’re 

autonomous people with their own values, lifestyle preferences, and fears. So it’s 

important not to impose a medication management strategy on a senior. Instead, 

work with them to assess which options will work best for their lifestyle. If your 

loved one seems resistant to help, ask them why. If they don’t want to use a specific 

strategy, seek clarity. Simply listening to your loved one rather than telling them  

what to do can get you much closer to a medication management strategy you  

can both live with.

Ultimately, the right medication management strategy must achieve three goals:

It must be practical for the senior. 

It must offer the caregiver peace of mind and more time. 

It must help the senior comply with their doctor’s medication recommendations.

1

2

3
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It’s easy to get swept up in 

excitement about a new plan, spend 

a lot of time getting buy-in from your 

loved one, and execute the plan—

only to neglect the critical step of 

evaluating how well the plan  

is working. 

Try assessing your medication 

management plan at regular 

intervals, focusing on more frequent 

assessment for the first few weeks. 

Your loved one’s needs can change 

and evolve with time. A plan that was 

once a good fit might no longer be; a 

plan that once seemed too intrusive 

might become the ideal match.

Some questions to ask yourself over 

time include:

• Is the senior regularly taking all of 

their medications as directed? 

• Are you regularly getting texts or 

other notifications that your loved 

one has missed a pill?

EXECUTE AND EVALUATE  
YOUR PLAN

• How much time does it take for the 

senior to take their medication? Is 

medication a small part of the day 

or a major hassle?

• Have there been any medication 

mishaps or negative drug 

interactions? 

• What does your loved one think 

of the medication management 

strategy? Do they like it, or are they 

struggling to adjust?

Try assessing 
your medication 
management 
plan at regular 
intervals, focusing 
on more frequent 
assessment for the 
first few weeks.
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Execute and Evaluate Your Plan

• How much time has the medication management strategy saved? Do you have 

more free time, or have you only shifted your efforts to managing the management 

strategy? 

• Are there any warning signs that your loved one or another family member 

could be abusing prescription drugs? Has anyone tampered with the medication 

dispenser? Are you running out of pills earlier than you should?

It’s important to keep in mind that there are some things even the best devices 

and management strategies can’t do. They can’t detect an allergic reaction, assess 

whether medication is working, or talk to your doctor about medication side effects. 

You’ll still need to be a proactive advocate who listens to and speaks out on behalf 

of your loved one.
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OTHER TIPS FOR MEDICATION 
MANAGEMENT

Taking the right drugs for the right conditions at the right time is just one component 

of medication management. Here are some other strategies that can help you 

protect your loved one’s health, save time, and reduce the risk of medication abuse:

Choose a pharmacy you trust and form a relationship with the pharmacist. 

Most community pharmacists relish getting to know their patients’ needs and 

challenges. Checking in with the pharmacist can help you remain on top of  

your loved one’s prescriptions. It also makes it easier to ask questions about 

drug interactions.

Try to simplify your loved one’s medication regimen as much as possible. If 

your loved one is not getting relief from a medication or seems not to have 

symptoms that a medication is designed to treat, ask their doctor if the drug is 

really necessary.

Ask a pharmacist for help syncing medications and refills so that you only have 

to make a single trip to the pharmacy to get all of your loved one’s pills. It may 

also be helpful to consolidate physicians. Ask if a single general practitioner  

can write all of your loved one’s prescriptions while consulting with specialists 

as needed.

Take some time each month to look at your calendar and identify potential 

scheduling conflicts that may affect medication. Are you going on vacation? 

Facing a time-consuming work project? Ensure your loved one has the right 

drugs well in advance of your departure.
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Other Tips for Medication Management 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

For more help managing medications, check out the following resources:

• U.S. Food and Drug Administration Guide to Disposal of Unused 

Medications

• Drugs.com Drug Database

• WebMD Pill Identifier

• Livi Blog

• Family Caregiver Alliance

• Medscape Drug Interaction Checker

• National Prescription Drug Take Back Day

Talk to your doctor about an emergency medication plan. What would happen 

if a natural disaster wiped out power for several days? What about if something 

happened to you? Ensure your loved one can access a few days of medication 

even if they can’t reach you or their doctor.

Dispose of unused, expired, and unnecessary plls. Leaving these pills around 

increases the risk of medication mishaps, and can even serve as a drug supply 

for people with drug abuse issues. Many police and fire departments sponsor 

medication disposal events. You can also crush the pills in a blender and mix 

them with something unpalatable, such as cat litter or soil.

https://www.fda.gov/drugs/resourcesforyou/consumers/buyingusingmedicinesafely/ensuringsafeuseofmedicine/safedisposalofmedicines/ucm186187.htm
https://www.fda.gov/drugs/resourcesforyou/consumers/buyingusingmedicinesafely/ensuringsafeuseofmedicine/safedisposalofmedicines/ucm186187.htm
https://www.drugs.com/drug_information.html
https://www.webmd.com/pill-identification/default.htm
https://info.liviathome.com/blog
https://www.caregiver.org/support-groups
https://reference.medscape.com/drug-interactionchecker
https://www.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/drug_disposal/takeback/
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A little organization saves lives. It 

makes caregiving less taxing, freeing 

you to enjoy your relationship with 

the senior you love while spending 

some time on much-needed self-

care. Your loved one deserves  

quality care. You deserve a break. 

Find a medication management 

strategy that offers both, and you’ll 

both be healthier and happier.

CONCLUSION

Your loved one 
deserves quality
care. You deserve  
a break.
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ABOUT LIVI

Livi is an automatic pill dispenser that takes the guesswork out of medication 

management. It’s more affordable than in-home care or senior living. It eliminates 

the need to nag your loved one, can store numerous pills for many different dosing 

schedules, and offers easy-to-understand medication reminders. Livi also helps you 

remotely manage your loved one’s medication by alerting you to missed pills and 

storing data about their medication use. We’re proud to give caregivers more time  

and help seniors remain as independent as possible. 

LEARN MORE

https://liviathome.com/
https://www.facebook.com/livimedicationdispenser/
https://twitter.com/pharmright
https://www.linkedin.com/company-beta/10675130/

