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Problem Statement: Irrational drug prescribing represents a major problem in the Republic of Serbia. The availability of drugs and pricing are not consistent. A study on drug prescribing habits in primary health care was conducted in 2000, and confirmed the situation.  It also provided significant indicators for improving the situation. Nevertheless, the situation remain almost the same in 2003.

Objectives: To assess current drug use practices in a representative sample of primary health care facilities, and compare the results with the previous study; show the availability of drugs in pharmacies; and compare the prices regulated by the law, international reference prices and prices found in selected pharmacies.

Design: Cross-sectional study with comparison.

Setting and Population: 10 state Primary Health Centers and 10 state Health Stations in Serbia randomly selected, using patient records and interviews; the first 30 patients that visited a health facility on October 6; 20 state pharmacies; and 20 private pharmacies chosen by two phase cluster sampling method, using interviews.

Intervention: The study had three phases. Preparation and training of interviewers (completed in October 2003); data collection in the last week of October; and data processing and analysis were finalized in November 2003. This 2003 Study was the follow-up of the earlier study from 2000.
Outcome Measures: Average number of drugs prescribed per encounter; % of prescribed drugs from different groups; order of frequency of most frequently established diagnoses; years of experience and gender of general practitioners; prescription made at the recommendation (finding of specialists) versus prescriptions decided solely by the general practitioner (GP); practices of advising patients; availability of professional literature; information about treatment of medical waste; % of international median price of selected essential drugs in private pharmacies; average difference coefficient between minimum and maximum prices of the selected drugs in private pharmacies; average percentage of the selected drugs available in pharmacies.

Results: Primary health care doctors serve the older age groups with characteristic pathology, and their prescribing trends are still not rational but vary from the earlier study. Doctors do not have sufficient information, training and documentation on new drugs and treatment approaches. Availability of drugs in both private and state pharmacies is inadequate. Prices vary too much considering the fact that prices for locally manufactured drugs are regulated by the law.

Conclusions: The situation turned out to be worse than expected. Enforcement of concrete activities is necessary. The study pointed out the need for additional studies that could provide important information for authorities and further actions.
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