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Problem Statement: An efficient health care delivery system is an important requisite to achieve health for all. Access to essential drugs is probably the most important element of a health care delivery system. The Government of Tamil Nadu, India, realized this and developed and implemented various strategies under the broad framework of the Tamil Nadu Medical Services Corporation (TNMSC) to control and monitor drug procurement, storage, and distribution to the public sector hospitals in the state.

Objective:  To study the current status of essential drug use in the state; to study  prescribing behaviour and practices and  dispensing practices;and the quality of services rendered through primary health centers.

 To identify weak areas, if any, in the rational use of drugs and suggest strengthening measures.

Design: A cross-sectional descriptive study.

Setting and Population: 44 Primary Health Centres (PHCs) in Tamil Nadu were selected randomly at the rate of 2 PHCs per one drug warehouse (excluding the City of Cennai). 30 out of 44 consented to participate in the study. Exit interviews were conducted for 10-15 patients per PHC in randomly selected PHCs. A total of 13,608 randomly selected prescriptions from 30 primary health centers were studied. 

Intervention: 1994: Efforts to rationalize drug use commence and TNMSC is formed.1995: Essential drug list (EDL)  prepared. 1997: News Bulletin launched. 1998: Training for doctors and pharmacists.

Period of study was from 5th September 2001 to 20th December 2001. Methods adopted include prescription review; exit interview with patients using pre-tested questionnaire; and study of PHC records to asses availability of essential drugs.

Outcome Measures: Average number of drugs/case; % of prescriptions following  Standard Treatment Guidelines (STGs); % of prescriptions with antibiotic; % of prescriptions with injections; drug cost per prescription; average consultation time; prescription counseling; average dispensing time; and average time spent at outpatient (OP) ticket counter, outside consulting room, and at the pharmacy at each PHC; % of essential drugs available; % of drug cost spent on injections.

Results: While the average drug cost per prescription and the availability of essential drugs was maintained at an encouraging level, all other prescribing and patient care indicators were sub-optimal in the state. Polypharmacy, over use of antibiotics, misuse and over use of injections, and short consulting times were still present in the state in significant proportions. 

Conclusions: The study report forms a basis for finding out the weak areas in rational use of drugs, particularly in prescribing, dispensing and patient care. It has provided vital information for the development of policies and strategies to be adopted for the rational use of drugs in the years to come.
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