
 

Here's why so many medications are out of
stock, and what to do if it affects you

September 26 2022, by Liz Breen, Jonathan Silcock and Zoe Edwards

  
 

  

Credit: Nataliya Vaitkevich from Pexels

Millions of people worldwide who use certain common medicines may
be finding it more difficult to get their normal prescriptions dispensed.
This comes after pharmacies across the U.K., the U.S. and Europe have
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all reported shortages of many different drugs, including those often
prescribed for menopause, dementia, depression and pain. 

There are many reasons why disruptions in the pharmaceutical supply
chain occur, including manufacturing issues, supplier and price changes,
increased demand, stockpiling and panic buying. For example, both
reduced supply and growing demand may partly explain why hormone
replacement therapy (HRT) products have faced recent shortages. 

There is no one clear root cause of the current global medicines
shortages, and each country will face different challenges with supplies.
But factors such as the pandemic, Brexit, reduced supplies from over-
used supply routes (such as India) and the Ukraine conflict, all have
widespread effects on the availability of medicines. 

But disruptions in the supply chain can be more than just a minor
annoyance for patients trying to get their prescriptions. It could
potentially lead to delays in patient treatments and even fatalities. 

People unable to get their usual prescription may try swapping
medications, accessing products online, or even buying them over-the-
counter. Not only can this be more expensive, it may also put patients at
risk of adverse effects. 

What's being done

When supplies are restricted, pharmacy staff will try to source stock
from suppliers or other pharmacies. Where an alternative product
already exists, pharmacy staff will contact GPs to ask for prescriptions
to be changed to give this to patients. But patients should be made aware
if their medication is switched to avoid confusion and any negative side
effects. 
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https://www.chemistanddruggist.co.uk/CD136364/Worse-than-ever-Which-medicines-are-pharmacists-struggling-to-stock?utm_medium=email&utm_source=sfmc&utm_campaign=2022_02_09_CDDaily&utm_id=4420017&sfmc_id=88991113
https://psnc.org.uk/dispensing-and-supply/supply-chain/medicine-shortages/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/supply+chain/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/supply+chain/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/vaccine-taskforce-director-general-will-harness-lessons-from-pandemic-to-address-hrt-supply-chain-issues
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/vaccine-taskforce-director-general-will-harness-lessons-from-pandemic-to-address-hrt-supply-chain-issues
https://www.eahp.eu/sites/default/files/report_medicines_shortages2018.pdf
https://news.sky.com/story/hrt-to-be-sold-over-the-counter-without-prescription-for-first-time-12692505
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/apr/26/women-risking-their-health-to-source-hrt-amid-shortages-uk-gp-chief-warns
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/apr/26/women-risking-their-health-to-source-hrt-amid-shortages-uk-gp-chief-warns
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/pharmacy/
https://pharmaceutical-journal.com/article/news/some-patients-switched-to-edoxaban-without-being-properly-informed-pharmacists-say


 

When major product shortages are reported, serious shortages protocols 
can be enacted. These help pharmacies to manage medicine shortages
without needing to refer patients back to prescribers. For example, if
these protocols are enacted pharmacists may supply alternative products
(if a patient agrees to this), or adjust prescription quantities—such as
giving patients only a one-month supply at a time. 

Manufacturers are also legally required to report supply disruptions to
the Department of Health and Social Care. This information is fed into
the Medicines Supply Tool that advises healthcare professionals on
supply issues, actions to take, alternatives to use and expected resolution
dates. Local pharmacy staff and GPs will also report any product
shortages to government agencies and with patients. 

Patient information

While some might argue that patients shouldn't have to get involved in
accessing their own medications, it can be very helpful when there are
shortages. Here are some things you can do if your medication is
becoming more difficult to source. 

If you take a particular medication on a repeat basis, you can request
your prescriptions earlier, before your current supplies run out. There
are also online resources you can check, which explain more about
medication shortages and what you can do. 

If your local pharmacy doesn't have your medication, you can try other
pharmacies to find the medication before the prescription has to be
changed to an alternative product. 

You can also work with your GP or pharmacist to better understand
what's happening and what you can do. If you can't get an appointment
with your GP or speak to your local pharmacist team in person, there are
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https://psnc.org.uk/dispensing-and-supply/supply-chain/ssps/#:~:text=SSPs%20may%20be%20used%20to%20reduce%20the%20quantity,a%20branded%20product%3B%20or%20rarely%20an%20alternative%20product
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/979531/DHSC_Reporting_Requirements_for_Medicines_Shortages_and_Discontinuations.pdf
https://www.sps.nhs.uk/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/healthcare+professionals/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/patients/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/online+resources/
https://www.northgatemedicalcentre.nhs.uk/pharmacies-and-nhs-medicine-supplies/


 

apps which allow direct messaging. This can help dispel any confusion
and allow you to discuss concerns you may have. 

It's worth noting that product changes in community pharmacy are only
allowed when serious shortage protocols are in place. At the moment,
serious shortage protocols are only in place for 16 U.K. medications
—mainly those used as hormone replacement therapy. These protocols
are only enacted if a serious shortage of a particular medication has been
declared. 

It's unlikely that medicines shortages are going to be resolved anytime
soon. As such, it's important you speak with your pharmacist or GP
about any concerns you have, how shortages affect your medication
supply, and what course of action you may need to take. It's important
you don't use an alternative product without speaking to your pharmacist,
nurse or doctor to avoid adverse side effects. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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