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ABSTRACT

*
 

Background: Over-the-counter medicines (OTC) are 
widely available and can be purchased without a 
prescription. Their availability means that a customer may 
choose to purchase them without the involvement of a 
pharmacy/pharmacist. It is important to understand 
customer OTC purchasing perceptions and behaviour from 
a pharmacy to better understand the needs and 
opportunities in this space. 
Objective: This study aimed to examine customers’ key 
expectations and what they value when purchasing OTC 
and how the effect of health status/stress and perceived 
risks/benefits of purchasing OTCs from a pharmacy may 
influence their OTC shopping behaviour. 
Methods: Customers from two metropolitan pharmacies 
across two different suburbs in Brisbane, Queensland, 
Australia completed a self-administered questionnaire. 
Data collection was conducted over a six-week period. 
The questionnaire examined demographics, current level 
of health and stress, as well as a range of questions 
(seven-point Likert-scale) examining perceived benefits 
and risks, what they value, trust and expect when 
purchasing OTC.  
Results: A total of 86 customers from a broad range of 
demographics were captured in this study. When asked 
about their current health state, 41% and 23% respectively 
indicated that they were stressed and tense when they 
arrived at the pharmacy but many were feeling well (38%). 
Most customers strongly agreed/agreed that trust in the 
advice from a pharmacy (96%), trust in the products 
(73%), and the altruistic approach of a pharmacy (95%) 
were critical to them. Further, 82% and 78% respectively 
disagreed that time pressures or costs were concerns, 
despite many feeling tense and stressed when they came 
in. When asked where they intend to buy their future OTC, 
89% indicated pharmacy instead of a supermarket. 
Conclusions: High levels of trust, confidence and sense 
of altruism and care were key factors for customers buying 
OTC from a pharmacy, regardless of time pressures, costs 
or existing levels of stress and health. 
 
Keywords: Nonprescription Drugs: Attitude to Health; 
Patient Medication Knowledge; Health Knowledge, 
Attitudes, Practice; Pharmacies; Community Pharmacy 
Services; Surveys and Questionnaires; Australia 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over-the-counter medicines (OTC) are widely 
available and can be purchased without a 
prescription from a range of different settings in 
addition to the traditional pharmacy, for example 
supermarkets, health-food stores or the internet. 
OTCs are an important component of primary health 
care and include many non-prescription medicines 
such as basic analgesics, cough and cold 
medicines and anti-fungal treatments. If used 
appropriately, it is commonly accepted that the 
availability of OTCs can save customers time and 
money by providing them access to safe and 
effective treatments for many commonly occurring 
conditions. 

The use of OTC is extremely common. In Australia 

in 2013, it was estimated that over 80% of adults 

and 40% of children used an OTC in any given 

month.
1
 A national survey of consumers and health 

professionals in USA conducted by the National 

Council on Patient Information and Education 

(NCPIE) also reported high OTC use with more 

Americans using OTCs than ever before, with more 

OTCs used on average than prescription 

medicines.
2
 The economic impact of OTCs use is 

enormous. The current value of OTCs provided to 

the health system is high as it is estimated that 

consumer self-care through OTC use currently 

saves the Australian and American economy 

AUD10.4 billion and USD102 billion overall, 

respectively.
1,3

 Further, the Australian legislative 

framework for OTCs is different to many other 

countries, with legal classification of non-

prescription medicines being: unscheduled, 

Pharmacy Medicines (Schedule 2) or Pharmacist 

Only Medicines (Schedule 3).
4,5

 It has been 

suggested that sales and purchasing behaviour of 

OTCs may be influenced by such classifications.
5
 

Despite the financial and health benefits, the 

accessibility and abundance of choices of available 

OTCs will inherently possess risks. Potential for 

missed drug interactions, incorrect dosing and 

incomplete knowledge with self-medication are 

common with consumers when self-selecting and 

using OTC products.
2,3

 Furthermore, although most 

consumers feel confident about their own OTC skills 

(i.e. using it appropriately and knowing how to get 

the right information), it has been suggested that 

most consumers do not treat OTCs with the same 

level of care as prescription medicines and often 

overestimate their own OTC skills, which may entail 

health risks.
6,7

 Additionally, there is conflicting 
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evidence over whether consumers can even 

appropriately self-diagnose and self-treat symptoms 

of minor illnesses through OTC use.
8-10

  

A community pharmacy is considered as one of the 

most frequently accessed primary health care 

services and is the first point-of-contact for most 

customers due to convenience factors such as 

accessibility, location, opening hours, and no costs 

for visiting.
11

 Although pharmacists are often 

considered one of the most trusted health 

professionals
3,12

, the availability of these OTCs 

mean that a customer may choose to purchase 

OTCs without the involvement of a pharmacist or a 

pharmacy, thus losing this valuable checkpoint 

whereby the appropriateness of OTCs can be 

checked, the customer’s queries addressed and an 

intervention made if required. Indeed, studies have 

indicated that self-directed medication use without 

professional advice is common.
13

 

It is important to understand the key perceptions 

and expectations of pharmacy customers and what 

may drive them, or otherwise, to purchase their 

OTCs from a pharmacy in order to better 

understand the needs and opportunities in this 

space. Compared to countries such as USA, 

research on consumers’ OTC shopping behaviour 

and perceptions in Australia is much more limited 

and variable. Furthermore, individuals’ patterns of 

OTC use are not well understood as many studies 

on medicines use often do not include OTCs.
13

 

Thus, the objective of this exploratory study was to 

examine what matters to customers when they 

purchase OTCs and to determine whether their 

health status, levels of stress, perceived risks and 

benefits of purchasing OTCs from a pharmacy may 

influence their OTC shopping behaviour.  

 
METHODS  

Study Participants  

The study was conducted using pharmacy 

customers from two metropolitan pharmacies 

across two different suburbs in Brisbane, 

Queensland, Australia. Data collection was 

conducted over a six-week period. The two 

pharmacies covered a wide geographic cross-

section of suburbs (one bayside and one major 

centre closer to the CBD) and potential 

demographics of customer types. Potential 

participants who were over 18 years of age and 

understood English were asked to participate. They 

were informed of the study and those that agreed to 

participate proceeded to complete the questionnaire 

whilst they were in the pharmacy. Customers that 

were captured consisted of those coming to the 

pharmacy for various purposes, for example to 

purchase OTCs, to get their prescription(s) 

dispensed, for general advice or those just shopping 

around in the pharmacy. Approval was gained from 

the two pharmacies involved and the Queensland 

University of Technology Human Ethics Committee 

to conduct this study (1300000855). 

Questionnaire 

An anonymous, self-administered questionnaire 
was developed to collect a broad range of data from 
the pharmacy customers. Data were collected either 
on an Apple iPad® device or paper survey 
depending on customer choice and device 
availability.  

Questions were developed under four core sections. 
To ensure that a broad range of shoppers and 
opinions were captured, demographic data such as 
gender, age, household income, employment, 
relationship and children status were collected. 
Using a sliding scale, the second section consisted 
of questions asking the participant to self-rate how 
they are feeling now by selecting a point along the 
scale for these five parameters: (i) well to unwell; (ii) 
rushed to calm; (iii) stressed to relaxed; (iv) tense to 
serene; and (v) panicky to restful. The remainder of 
the questionnaire consisted of the remaining two 
themes which comprised of a range of questions to 
measure the participant’s (Likert-scale; seven-point 
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree) 
perceptions to statements about benefits, trust, 
confidence and expectations of pharmacy, as well 
as responses to statements regarding perceived 
risks and barriers in the context of purchasing OTC 
from a pharmacy. The items used to measure 
customers’ perceptions of the pharmacy’s 
trustworthiness comprised of the following 
constructs: provision of information, competence, 
ability and benevolence.

14,15
 The items used to 

measure customers’ perceptions of risks comprised 
of the following constructs: psychological risk, time 
risk, physical risk and social risk.

16
 The 

generalizability, validity and reliability of the scales, 
the four trust dimensions and four perceived risk 
dimensions has been previously developed, 
assessed and confirmed using Confirmatory Factor 
Analysis (CFA) with confirmatory measurement 
models and confirmatory structural models.

17-19
 

Finally, to further assess purchase intention, 
participants were also specifically asked whether 
their next OTC purchase would likely be from a 
pharmacy or a supermarket. All scales used are 
validated published scales and internal 
validity/consistency of the questionnaire responses 
was further tested and ensured by asking the same 
thematic question several times in multiple ways. 

Data analysis 

Data were collated onto an electronic master 
spreadsheet and analysed using Excel® 2010. 
Percentages were calculated based on the total 
number of respondents. Two-tailed Fisher exact test 
(GraphPad® Software) was used to statistically 
analyse associations between participants’ health, 
level of stress and rushed/calm status to their 
perceptions on trust, care by pharmacy, and 
concerns about cost, product effectiveness and time 
pressures. A p-value of <0.05 was considered as 
statistically significant. A measure of the internal 
consistency/reliability for the Likert-scales was 
determined using the Cronbach alpha on Excel® 
2010. A score of 0.7 is considered to be acceptable. 
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RESULTS  

Participants and demographics 

A total of 86 customers participated in this survey. 
Both the Apple iPad® device and paper survey 
were utilised and no noticeable differences or 
issues were identified. A broad range of participants 
across a range of different demographics were 
captured in this study across both genders (54% 
males), various age groups between 18 to 65+ 
(65.1% aged between 18-45 and 34.9% aged 
between 46-65+), employment (52% fulltime), 
income between <AUD20,000 to >AUD110,000, 

and family statuses (64% married; 54% no children) 
(Table 1).  

Self-reported health and levels of stress/anxiety 

In a sliding scale, approximately 38% of the 
participants reported their health as “well”, with only 
17% reporting it as “unwell” and approximately 45% 
somewhere in between when they came to the 
pharmacy (Figure 1). Additionally, 41%, 23% and 
26% indicated that they were “stressed”, “tense” 
and “panicky” respectively when they arrived at the 
pharmacy (Figure 1). However, only approximately 
8% felt “rushed”, with majority feeling somewhere 
between “rushed” and “calm” (Figure 1).  

Customer’s expectations, perceived benefits 
and risks from buying OTC from pharmacy 

Most customers strongly agreed or agreed that 
when buying OTC from a pharmacy, the 
pharmacy/pharmacist provides trusted (95.4%) and 
factual (95.3%) information (Table 2). Furthermore, 
94.2% and 93.1% strongly agreed or agreed 
respectively that the pharmacy is a knowledgeable 
resource in providing safe products and that they 
feel confident in their abilities (Table 2). Additionally, 
trust in the OTC product was important as most 
customers strongly disagreed (29.1%) or disagreed 
(44.2%) that they worry about the performance of 
their purchased OTC products (Table 3). 

The results also indicated that the pharmacy 
keeping promises and providing the support they 
are obligated to were also important factors, with 
87.2% and 89.6% respectively strongly agreed or 
agreed (Table 2). The altruistic approach of a 
pharmacy and care provided is also considered 
important, with almost all customers strongly 
agreeing or agreeing that the pharmacy cares for 
the customers, their needs and their welfare, as well 
as is willing to go out of their way to help (Table 2). 

When asked about perceived risks and barriers, 
approximately 82% and 78% strongly disagreed or 

Table 1. Demographics of pharmacy customers (n=86). 

Characteristic N (%) 

Gender  
Female 40 (46.5) 

Male 46 (53.5) 

Age  
18-24  19 (22.1) 
25-35 21 (24.4) 
36-45  16 (18.6) 
46-55  11 (12.8) 
56-65  6 (7.0) 

65+  13 (15.1) 

Household income  
Less than AUD20,000 10 (11.6) 

AUD20,001 - AUD50,000 22 (25.6) 
AUD50,001 - AUD70,000 17 (19.8) 

AUD70,001 - AUD110,000 24 (27.9) 
Over AUD110,000 13 (15.1) 

Employment status  
Fulltime  45 (52.3) 

Part-time  20 (23.3) 
Casual 21 (24.4) 

Relationship status  
Single/Living alone 22 (25.6) 

Married/Living Together  55 (64.0) 
Separated/Divorced 9 (10.5) 

Widowed 0 (0) 

Children living at home  
Yes, all the time 21 (24.4) 

Yes, some of the time 5 (5.8) 
No children 46 (53.5) 

Yes, not at home 14 (16.3) 

Unwell 

Stressed 

Rushed 

Tensed 

Panicky 

Well 

Relaxed 

Calmed 

Serene 

Resfull 

Figure 1. Pharmacy customers’ self-evaluated levels of health and stress on a sliding scale (n=86). 
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disagreed that time pressures or costs respectively 
were concerns (Table 3). Furthermore, perceived 
effectiveness of the OTC was not considered a 
risk/barrier as there was a high level of trust in the 
OTC (Table 3). Lastly, the majority of the 
participants indicated that they do not feel 
concerned, uncomfortable or embarrassed 
purchasing OTCs from a pharmacy (Table 3). 

Fisher exact test analyses showed no 
association/correlation (all comparisons p>0.05) 
between how the participants are feeling (i.e. health 
status, levels of stress, and feeling rushed or calm) 
and their perceptions on trust, care provided by 

pharmacy, and their concerns about cost, product 
effectiveness and time pressures. The Cronbach 
alpha values demonstrated strong internal 
consistencies with the survey items and responses. 
Items relating to the domains of perceived trust and 
care/altruism showed a coefficient alpha value of 
0.8 and 0.9 respectively, and perceived risks and 
barriers such as cost, product effectiveness, 
psychological discomfort and time pressures 
showing a coefficient alpha value of 0.8, 0.9, 0.9 
and 0.7 respectively.  

Finally, 42% and 47% of customers respectively 
agreed or strongly agreed that the next time they 

Table 2. Pharmacy customers and buying OTC: Responses to statements about perceived benefits, trust, confidence and altruistic 
behaviour (n=86). 

N (%) 
Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree 
Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree or 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
 

Strongly 
agree 

This pharmacy provides trusted 
information. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (1.2) 3 (3.5) 36 (41.9) 46 (53.5) 

This pharmacy provides factual 
information. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (1.2) 1 (1.2) 2 (2.3) 32 (37.2) 50 (58.1) 

This pharmacy provides unbiased 
information. 

0 (0) 1 (1.2) 0 (0) 0 (0) 8 (9.3) 38 (44.2) 39 (45.4) 

The staff in this pharmacy are 
knowledgeable in providing safe products. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 5 (5.8) 36 (41.9) 45 (52.3) 

This pharmacy follows government 
regulations. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 8 (9.3) 3 (3.5) 31 (36.1) 44 (51.2) 

I feel very confident about this pharmacy’s 
ability to complete my transactions. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (1.2) 5 (5.8) 31 (36.1) 49 (57.0) 

This pharmacy keeps promises. 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 7 (8.1) 4 (4.7) 30 (34.9) 45 (52.3) 

This pharmacy provides the support they 
are obligated to. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 4 (4.7) 5 (5.8) 31 (36.1) 46 (53.5) 

This pharmacy cares for their customers. 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 4 (4.7) 32 (37.2) 50 (58.1) 

This pharmacy is concerned about the 
welfare of their customers. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 4 (4.7) 30 (34.9) 52 (60.5) 

 My needs and desires appear to be 
important to this pharmacy. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (2.3) 5 (5.8) 39 (45.4) 40 (46.5) 

This pharmacy appears to go out of its 
way to help me. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 7 (8.1) 3 (3.5) 29 (33.7) 47 (54.7) 

This pharmacy appears very concerned 
about my welfare. 

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (2.3) 3 (3.5) 34 (39.5) 47 (54.7) 

Table 3. Pharmacy customers and buying OTC: Responses to statements about perceived risks and barriers (n=86). 

N (%) 
Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree 
Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree or 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Strongly 

agree 

I am concerned that buying OTC medicines 
in this pharmacy would not be financially 
wise. 

45 (52.3) 23 (26.7) 4 (4.7) 12 (14.0) 1 (1.2) 1 (1.2) 0 (0) 

I am concerned that I would not get my 
money's worth from the OTC medicines I 
purchase in this pharmacy. 

20 (23.3) 50 (58.1) 4 (4.7) 11 (12.8) 1 (1.2) 0 (0) 0 (0) 

The thought of purchasing OTC medicines 
in this pharmacy makes me feel 
psychologically uncomfortable. 

30 (34.9) 37 (43.0) 7 (8.1) 7 (8.1) 1 (1.2) 3 (3.5) 1 (1.2) 

The thought of purchasing OTC medicines 
in this pharmacy makes me feel worried. 

34 (39.5) 34 (39.5) 6 (7.0) 7 (8.1) 1 (1.2) 3 (3.5) 1 (1.2) 

I worry whether or not the OTC medicines I 
purchase in this pharmacy will really 
perform as well as they are supposed to. 

25 (29.1) 38 (44.2) 8 (9.3) 9 (10.5) 0 (0) 4 (4.7) 2 (2.3) 

I am concerned purchasing OTC medicines 
in this pharmacy will endanger my health. 

41 (47.7) 28 (32.6) 6 (7.0) 6 (7.0) 1 (1.2) 3 (3.5) 1 (1.2) 

I have concerns in the case of consuming 
OTC medicines I purchase in this 
pharmacy. 

40 (46.5) 34 (39.5) 1 (1.2) 2 (2.3) 3 (3.5) 5 (5.8) 1 (1.2) 

Purchasing OTC medicines in this 
pharmacy would create even more time 
pressure on me that I don't need. 

32 (37.2) 39 (45.4) 5 (5.8) 4 (4.7) 2 (2.3) 3 (3.5) 1 (1.2) 

I would be embarrassed if my friends or 
family found out I purchased OTC 
medicines in this pharmacy. 

43 (50.0) 34 (39.5) 1 (1.2) 5 (5.8) 0 (0) 3 (3.5) 0 (0) 
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buy OTC, they intend to purchase them from a 
pharmacy. This is further confirmed in a subsequent 
question indicating that 6% and 86% of customers 
respectively strongly disagreed or disagreed that 
they intend to purchase their next OTC from a 
supermarket. 

 
DISCUSSION 

Many factors influence how and why a customer 
may choose (or not) to visit a pharmacy to purchase 
their OTCs and what they value in their pharmacy 
encounters. The objectives of this study was to 
examine what matters to customers when they 
purchase their OTCs, as well as to determine 
whether their health status and whether 
stress/anxiety influences their OTC shopping 
behaviour. The results from this study indicated that 
high levels of trust and confidence in the pharmacy, 
as well as a pharmacy/pharmacist’s sense of 
altruism and care were critical considerations for a 
customer when choosing to buy OTCs from a 
pharmacy.  

Studies report a high level of OTC self-use in 
Australia with no direct associations between OTC 
use and factors such as age, gender or education 
levels.

5,20
 This was similarly seen in this study with 

OTC participants captured across a wide range of 
demographics. It has been shown that a majority of 
OTC customers purchase OTCs for self-use.

5
 

Interestingly, in this study many of the customers 
were “feeling well” when they visited the pharmacy. 
This is also consistent with the study by Goh et al.

20
 

However, the participants in this study reported 
some degree of stress and feeling tense.  

The aspect of “trust” is a crucial factor in healthcare. 
From a customer’s perspective, this includes trust in 
the healthcare professional as well as trust in the 
treatment product. Findings from two large recent 
Australian pharmacy customer surveys conducted 
by Consumer Needs Project

11
 and Canstar Blue

12
, 

as well as others
3,21-24

, have all indicated in general 
a high level of customer satisfaction, trust and 
reliance on community pharmacy for product, 
advice and services. However these customer 
studies were not specifically looking at OTCs 
directly. A trusting relationship between customers 
and carers with their community pharmacy, together 
with patient-centred care are important as it may 
influence a customer’s view of pharmacy as a safe 
and useful healthcare resource that they prefer.

25-27 

Results from this study and others
12

 also suggest 
that this “trust” also leads to more customers 
preferring to buy their pharmaceutical products from 
a pharmacy rather than a supermarket. However, 
the majority of the public generally report greater 
trust in their doctors

11,14
, with some perceiving 

pharmacists as more specifically drug experts only 
or just as a source for medicine supply.

21,25
 Further, 

Direct-to-Consumer advertising also has a strong 
public impact on trust and OTC use as there is 
evidence to suggest that some consumers trusted 
Direct-to-Consumer advertising more than 
pharmacists.

28
 However, together this study 

provides further insights that trust and confidence 
are important considerations for customers when 

choosing to purchase OTCs from a pharmacy. 
Additionally, in this study there were no associations 
to suggest that this positive perception of 
pharmacists is altered depending on the customer’s 
health or stress statuses. 

The high levels of trust and satisfaction in 
purchasing from pharmacies can also be strongly 
attributed to the perceived caring and altruistic 
nature of a pharmacy setting and its staff, as 
indicated by a majority of the participants in this 
study. This was the case regardless of their health 
status or existing levels of stress/anxiety. 
Understandably, a pharmacy user’s expectations of 
their encounter with a pharmacy can vary 
depending on the individual and their 
circumstance.

29
 However, it is clear that when 

visiting a pharmacy, the key expectations by the 
customers are to be treated with respect, 
consideration, and for their views to be heard.

11,25
 It 

has been shown that pharmacy customers consider 
customer service as a greater driver for satisfaction 
than perceived value for money when they shop.

12
 

However, the level of service provided to pharmacy 
customers can be directly limited by internal 
management and organisational factors such as 
communication and control processes.

30
 

Additionally, it has been shown that the attributes of 
the pharmacists and their staff are major drivers for 
pharmacy patronage by customers.

31
 More 

specifically, personnel variables such as 
professionalism, friendliness and a caring nature will 
influence a customer’s decision-making process of 
where to shop.

31
 In addition to this, a pharmacist’s 

attire is also critical in instilling confidence, trust and 
professionalism to patients.

32
 Many customers value 

and desire the personal and focused interaction with 
pharmacy staff during their visits.

25,29
 Further, 

developing a personal relationship with their 
healthcare professional was shown to have the 
strongest impact on patient satisfaction.

33
 Patient-

focused (and indeed customer-focused) care is an 
opportunity where pharmacies and pharmacists can 
provide a great differentiation compared with other 
settings such as supermarkets for OTC customers. 
It is crucial for pharmacists to provide care beyond 
simply supplying a product. However, there is 
evidence to suggest that sometimes pharmacists do 
not provide sufficient patient care beyond the 
dispensing of a product, particularly due to time 
pressures.

34
 

Other factors to consider in understanding customer 
OTC shopping behaviour are the concepts of 
consumerism and patient’s need for autonomy. 
Indeed, there is a growing understanding on the 
“modern day customer”, who are described as being 
more demanding, more information strong, more 
information seeking, and wanting to self-manage.

35
 

These factors can all influence their views and 
expectations on their OTC use and impact the many 
reasons why they may or may not choose to visit a 
pharmacy for their OTC purchase.  

Patients are increasingly wanting to be more 
responsible for their own health.

20,24
 However, it has 

been suggested that this consumerism and patient’s 
need for autonomy represents a significant 
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challenge to medicine surveillance and professional 
work in the community pharmacy.

36
 Customers 

buying OTCs often believe they have sufficient 
knowledge about self-managing their disease with 
medicines.

36
 However, this can be influenced, 

leading to a misplaced sense of confidence 
impacting self-diagnosis and self-medication.

28
 This 

increasing trend of assertive customers confident in 
their own ability and preferring to self-medicate with 
non-prescription drugs prior to seeking advice may 
also be due to consumerist behaviour whereby 
customers preferred to control the provision of 
advice and how to assess it.

25
 However, a specific 

exploration of the ability of the individual customer 
to safely self-diagnose and self-manage minor 
health conditions was beyond the scope of this 
study.  

Interestingly, studies also demonstrated that 
although most customers appreciated a 
pharmacist’s approachability, most actually did not 
want unsolicited advice from the pharmacist.

25
 

Furthermore, while most patients preferred shared 
decision and are in favour of pharmacy OTC 
counselling and advice, other studies have also 
identified that many often under-value or simply lack 
interest in it because they do not find it relevant, 
even when it is offered by the pharmacist.

33
 

However, it is important to also recognise that a 
subset of patients exists who wants to delegate 
decisions and simply let the pharmacist decide.

37
 

Consultation with a pharmacy staff member can 
result in a change of customers’ OTC purchasing 
behaviours and this may lead to improved 
therapeutic choices and cost-efficiency.

38
 

Regardless of a customer’s preference, these 
considerations could all influence a customer’s OTC 
shopping behaviour.  

Finally, other factors to consider that may influence 
OTC shopping behaviour are a customer’s 
perceived risks/barriers for visiting a pharmacy. 
These may include considerations such as time 
pressures, costs, and perceived OTC effectiveness, 
as well as whether they feel uncomfortable visiting a 
pharmacy and how that may be perceived by 
others. However, majority of participants in this 
study did not appear to consider these significant, 
regardless of existing levels of stress and health. 
Taken together, this and other studies

11,12,24 

confirms that OTC shoppers are less concerned 
with these perceived risks/barriers but highly value 
factors such as trust, pharmacist’s altruism and 
knowledge together with good customer service.  

Limitations and directions for future research 

Although a broad range of demographics were 
captured in this exploratory study, it is likely that the 
customers participating in this study do not fully 
represent all types of shoppers. A larger sample 
size across more pharmacies will increase 
generalizability to the population. Additionally, it 
would also be of interest to examine whether the 
participants were regular or non-regular customers 
and how this may influence the results. 
Furthermore, although the participants in this study 
were in the pharmacy for various reasons (not just 
to purchase OTCs), the proportion of participants 

that was actually purchasing OTCs during their visit, 
as well as the proportion that was purchasing for 
self or others (such as family members) were not 
specifically recorded as part of this study. Also, the 
numbers of and potential reasons why some 
customers chose not to participate in the study were 
also not specifically recorded. Additionally, it would 
be of interest to conduct a study to directly compare 
with shoppers in different settings where OTCs are 
also available (for example supermarket OTC 
shoppers). 

Finally, this study also did not look at specific 
reasons for a customer’s self-evaluated 
stress/anxiety as that was beyond the scope of this 
study. It is possible that the reported levels of 
stress/anxiety in this study may just be the 
participants’ general daily underlying levels. 
However, it would be interesting to investigate 
possible causes for their stress/anxiety to better 
understand how to potentially better cater for their 
needs in this space.  

 
CONCLUSIONS 

It is commonly accepted that pharmacists are an 
important health resource that contributes to patient 
care. Results from this study support much of the 
general findings and perceptions of existing 
literature identifying a high level of satisfaction, 
confidence, sense of altruism, and trust by the 
public in pharmacist/pharmacies. These are 
important factors for customers buying OTCs from a 
pharmacy, regardless of time pressures and costs 
implications. Furthermore, a customer’s existing 
levels of stress and health did not appear to 
influence these perceptions. However, customers 
self-medicating OTCs inappropriately without some 
level of pharmacist surveillance and vigilance 
remains a legitimate concern. Thus, better 
understanding customer needs, expectations and 
experiences are crucial as it provides insights that 
can drive changes to optimise provision and the use 
of this important class of medicines.  

Although pharmacies can play a significant role in 
helping the public better manage their health 
conditions in the community, the following 
considerations are important: (i) the need to provide 
greater differentiation with supermarkets; (ii) the 
need to continue exploring opportunities to value-
add and provide care beyond simply supplying a 
product; (iii) and the need to better integrate with 
other health services.

11
 Good communication skills 

and appropriate education of customers are critical 
in a pharmacist’s ability to build rapport and 
dissuade customers from purchasing inappropriate 
products.

28
 Optimal staff training and selection, as 

well as development of pharmacy personnel are 
critical to pharmacy patronage and for ensuring 
success of the pharmacy profession.

30
  

This study highlighted insights about what is 
important to shoppers when they purchase OTC 
medicines from pharmacies. Ultimately, it is hoped 
that if the opportunities, risks and benefits were 
identified, and perceived barriers minimised or 
removed, for example the themes identified in this 
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study, pharmacy shoppers may gain from higher 
levels of convenience as well as enhancing positive 
outcomes for customers, retailers and pharmacists. 
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