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Pharmacists’ important role 

in asthma control

what we could learn from the Australian experience

A randomised Australian study shows for the first time that structured intervention by specially trained pharmacists can provide extremely valuable help to asthmatics.

Treatment adherence, in other words regular taking of the prescribed medicine in the doses as agreed by the doctor and patient, is the Achilles’ heel of all chronic conditions. Asthma, unfortunately, is no exception to this rule.

Indeed, in the case of asthma, a rather specific factor makes adherence even more problematic: the clinical picture varies heavily from one day to the next. Various factors, often unknown or unidentifiable, cause a series of improvements or exacerbations of symptoms that can disorient the sufferer. It is then difficult for the subject to make the treatment choices that would allow optimum control of the condition.

These are the considerations that inspired an original study by a group of Australian pharmacists, who presented its results to the ERS Congress.

“Pharmacists are ideally placed to identify patients most at risk of poorly controlled asthma”, the Munich audience was told by the pharmacists’ spokesperson, Sinthia Bosnic-Anticevich, of the Faculty of Pharmacy at the University of Sydney, Australia. “They should be an integral part of the care providing team, but their role has not yet been clearly established, or even evaluated. Hence our study.”

Innovative programme

The trial presented in Munich sought to assess the potential benefit, for high-risk asthmatics, of a clearly defined and structured intervention by pharmacists, under the title of Pharmacy Asthma Care Programme (PACP).

The assessment was conducted by means of a multi-site randomised study, covering fifty pharmacies throughout Australia. The aim was to compare, over a six-month period, the development of various parameters that facilitate a good level of asthma control.  

The 351 asthmatic subjects were divided randomly into two groups. The control group, with 186 patients, received the traditional advice and the severity of their asthma was assessed and their lung function measured, at the start of the study and six months later.

In addition to the above, the intervention group, with 165 patients, also received detailed advice, on three or four occasions during the six-month period, from specially trained pharmacists.

This advice, provided to the asthmatics in the intervention group under the PACP project, included assessment of their lung function and the degree of severity of their asthma, inhalation techniques, medicines, lifestyle, goals and identification of when their condition warranted a visit to the doctor.

Impressive results 

“Six months into the project, we could see that the pharmacists delivering the PACP had given a major boost to the patients’ respiratory health”, Bosnic-Anticevich told the ERS Congress with satisfaction.

Indeed, the input from the pharmacists led to a series of remarkable improvements in the Australian subjects, identifiable both in clinical and statistical terms (p<0,05), which clearly demonstrate better asthma control.

In fact, within the intervention group, the percentage of patients with asthma classed as severe was reduced from 88% at the outset to 53% six months later. Basic treatment compliance was up by almost 20%, from 54% to 71%. The use of rapid-action ß2-mimetics had declined, and the proportion of patients using their inhalers correctly had tripled from 24% to 73%.

The researchers also took the opportunity to emphasise in Munich that they had registered a significant quality of life improvement among the patients, who had learned much about their condition and the usefulness of the various evaluation scales.

One of the most remarkable results was that, by the end of the six-month study, there were 64% of patients with written action plans on what to do in the event of an exacerbation of their asthma, a substantial increase over the initial figure of 23% at the study’s outset. 

This suggests that the pharmacists’ advice encouraged patients to ask their doctors for a plan.

Overall, this original Australian study has achieved multiple successes and should pave the way for pharmacists to play a new role in asthma management. 

“We believe pharmacists should now be included as active members of the care providing team, since their input can make a considerable contribution to improving the health of people with asthma”, Bosnic-Anticevich concluded.
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