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The Everyday healthcare 
Study

• In 1986, PAGB the trade association for the manufacturers of 
over the counter medicines asked the British Market Research 
Bureau to conduct the first national survey of everyday 
healthcare in Britain.

• In 1996/97 the study was repeated using the same 
methodology

• Together these studies show how people in Britain view their 
health, their sources of advice and information and how they 
treat minor ailments

• These data have been made available to government, health 
professional bodies, academics and the media.

• They underpin PAGB positions and comments on self-care in 
Britain.



The Everyday healthcare 
Study

• The Everyday Healthcare Study shows that the British public are 
sensible and cautious in their use of medicines.  We are not a 
pill for every ill society

• With the right advice and help people are confident that they 
can manage minor ailments themselves and they do so.

• People value the availability of over the counter medicines
• People find OTC medicines effective and they tend to use the 

same product each time they experience the same illness.
• The doctor is still the most important advisor and health care 

influence 
• Many people are visiting doctors for advice and treatment of 

ailments that they could manage themselves



Overview

• Methodology
• General health, lifestyle and attitudes
• Incidence and treatment of ailments
• Use of OTC medicines
• Children’s ailments, treatment and OTC use
• Conclusions
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Methodology
• 2033 interviews, with adults aged 15+years, GB
• c170 interviews every month, May ‘96 - April ‘97
• The sample is nationally representative collected by 

Random Location sampling methods, 
• Face to face interview lasting on average 40 minutes
• The data on children was gathered by interviewing 

housewives on the pattern of treatment of their 
children’s ailments
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General health, lifestyle and 
attitudes
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Weight/Exercise
• Almost half (48%) of all adults had a normal body 

mass index, but over a quarter are overweight (28%) 
and 9% are obese.

• 72% of respondents claimed to take exercise at least 
once or twice a week, and 30% claim to take 
exercise everyday

• There is little difference in the BMI of respondents 
who claim to exercise most often compared with 
those exercising least

• About a third (32%) of respondents had dieted in the 
last year and many more women than men had done 
so (39% of women/25% of men)
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Respondents’ rating of own health
• 70% of respondents felt that their own health was 

‘very’ or ‘fairly’ good
• only 6% described their health as ‘poor’ the rest 

considering they were average
• 50% claimed not to worry very much or at all about 

their health
• not surprisingly, those rating their health as good 

were less likely to worry about their health.
• Nevertheless 25% of those saying their health was 

good said they worried at least ‘a little ’ about it; 
versus 60% of those rating their health as poor

• average days off work/in bed =7.6; higher for men 
and 35 - 49 year olds



General health: things done 
nowadays (1)
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Try to eat plenty of fresh fruit
and vegetables

Eat well balanced diet

Eat foods high in fibre

Try to choose food which is low in
fat

Drink wine

eat food that will help reduce
heart problems

eat foods low in cholestrol

Drink beer or lager

drink spirits

eat convenience foods regularly
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General health: things done 
nowadays (2)
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avoid salt in food for health

Avoid foods with artificial additives

smoke cigarettes

avoid sugar for health

avoid beef

eat foods sold as health foods

avoid caffeine for health

avoid other red meat

avoid foods for specific allergies

maintain a vegetarian diet

smoke cigars or a pipe
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Vitamins and Food 
Supplements

• 35% of respondents take vitamins/food supplements 
nowadays

• 69% of those taking any, take only one product, but 
the mean number taken is 1.5, reflecting multiple 
usage by some respondents
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Most frequently taken 
vitamins/supplements

• Cod liver oil/halibut oil 14% (27%/65+)
• Multivitamins 10%
• Vitamin C 5%
• Evening primrose/

starflower oil 5%
• Garlic oil/pearls capsule 4%
• Multivitamins and minerals 3%

Base all adults (2033) BMRB
International



Reasons for taking 
vitamins/supplements

• For arthritis/to ease joints 25%
• Replace things missing from diet/

help balance diet 20%
• Good idea/good for you 17%
• To prevent cold/viruses 13%
• For menstrual problems* 13%
• For the heart 7%
• Advised to 6%
• Feeling run down 5%

Base: All adults taking vitamins/supplements (733

*All women taking vitamins/supplements (466)
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Attitudes to using 
doctors/pharmacists (1)
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The chemist is a good source of advice/information
about minor medical problems

People are less likely to bother their doctors with minor
problems nowadays

People should use pharmacists for advice more often
rather than always going to the doctor

It is much more convenient to ask the pharmacist for
advice than go to the doctor

If my doctor can't see me straight away I can usually
get to see a nurse at the surgery instead

Agree a lot Agree a little
BMRB

International



Attitudes to using 
doctors/pharmacists (1)
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The chemist is a good source of advice/information
about minor medical problems

People are less likely to bother their doctors with minor
problems nowadays

People should use pharmacists for advice more often
rather than always going to the doctor

It is much more convenient to ask the pharmacist for
advice than go to the doctor

If my doctor can't see me straight away I can usually
get to see a nurse at the surgery instead

Agree a lot Agree a little
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Attitudes to self-medication (1)
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I read the instructions carefully before taking a medicine
or treatment for the first time

If I am at all unsure about a problem I always look for
professional medical advice

If you take the same medicine/treatment too often, it
may not be effective when you REALLY need it

If I have a problem, I prefer to avoid taking any
medicines/treatment

It is perfectly safe to take as many as you wish of the
medicines/treatments you can buy

Agree a lot Agree a little
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Attitudes to self-medication (2)
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It is important to me to have medicines/treatments that
you can buy to help relieve minor medical problems

It is useful to be able to buy some of the stronger
medicines without having to go to the doctor

I don't feel I know enough about the strong medicines
you can now buy without prescription to be confident of

using them

If I have a minor problem I am confident I can decide
what to buy to treat it

Agree a lot Agree a little
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Other Attitudes to Health and 
Treatment
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For some health problems medicines/treatments you can
buy are just as effective as those you get from a doctor

You get good value for money from a doctor's
prescription

The medicines/treatments you can buy are good value
for money

Advertising helps me to learn what types and brands of
medicines/treatments you can buy

Usually I just try to keep on going when I'm ill

When I feel a bit unwell I usually slow down to give
myself the best chance of recovery

Agree a lot Agree a little
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Actions taken for any 
problems experienced in last 

12 months
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Seen family doctor

Visited hospital outpatients/casualty dept

Seen a specialist/consultant

Seen a health visitor/nurse

Seen an ostepath/chiropractor

None of these
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Source of most information 
about health
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Doctor/dentist

Magazines

Friends and family

Radio/television

newspapers

Leaflets in surgeries

Chemist/pharmacist

Advertising
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Incidence and Treatment of 
Ailments
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Most common ailments mentioned 
in last 12 months:Adults
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Common cold

headache

tiredness

muscle aches/pains

minor cuts and grazes

bruises

upset stomach

indigestion/heartburn

back problems

stiffness in joints

period pain

None

Average number 14.1
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Other ailments widely 
mentioned for last 12 months: 

Adults
• Next tier of ailments all ‘well being related:

– feeling low 37%
– sleeping problems 36%
– stress 34%

• Others include:
– hangover 33%
– flu/virus 33%
– pain from injury/strain 31%
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Ailments with substantial 
increases in 12 incidence

• Sleeping problems 36% +10
• stress 34% +10
• lip problems/cold sores 22% +10
• cough 27% +9
• sickness/nausea 28% +6
• diarrhoea 25% +6

BMRB
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Comparison 
with 1986



Most common ailments mentioned 
in last 2 weeks:Adults
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tiredness

headache

muscles aches/pains

sleeping problems

stiffness in joints

back problems

bruises

stress/anxiety

feeling low/depressed

indigestion/heartburn

minor cuts and grazes

None

Average number  5.2
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Other ailments widely 
mentioned for last 2 weeks: 

adults

• Next tier
– common cold 14%
– arthritis 14%
– hangover 12%
– acne 12%

BMRB
International



Most common ailments mentioned 
in last 2 weeks:Adults
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tiredness

headache

muscles aches/pains

sleeping problems

stiffness in joints

back problems

bruises

stress/anxiety

feeling low/depressed

indigestion/heartburn

minor cuts and grazes

None

Average number  5.2

% change
from 1986

+5

+4

+6

+8

+7

+4

+5

+7

+3

+3
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Incidence in last 2 weeks: 
other changes since 1986

• Top three ailments the same as 1986
• acne and colds have dropped out of top list; feeling 

low, stress and bruises have climbed into it
• other increases since 1986:

– asthma 6% +4
– eczema 6% +3
– hayfever 5% +3
– cough 9% +3
– pain from injury/strain 11% +3
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Ailments experienced in a 
group

• 5.2 ailments per adult in the last 2 weeks
• 59% of adults say some ailments are linked
• treating each group/un-grouped ailment as a case of 

sickness, average number of cases of sickness = 3.4 
in last two weeks

• ailments most likely to be linked with others are well-
being problems (stress, feeling low, sleeping); also 
PMT, then sinus problems, muscle aches, upset 
stomach and sickness.

• Least likely are athletes foot, bunions and thinning 
hair BMRB
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‘Tiredness’

• 40% of adults had suffered ‘tiredness’ in last 2 weeks
• 66% of tiredness ailments were linked with other 

problems
• of those not linked, only 3% were serious enough to 

be taken to the doctor
• tiredness is most commonly experienced with 

sleeping problems, stress/anxiety, feeling 
low/depressed, headaches

• at lower levels, but above average association with 
acne and sickness/nausea
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All things done in last 2 weeks
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Did not do anything

Used an OTC already in house

Used a prescription medicine already in house

Saw doctor/dentist

Bought an OTC

Used a home remedy

Sought pharmacy advice

Saw a nurse/health visitor

Saw some other professional

Used something 

to hand 31% Used 
OTC

25%

Base: all ailments experienced in last 2 weeks (9032)
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All things done in last 2 
weeks: based on adults
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Used an OTC already in house

Used a prescription medicine already in house

Saw doctor/dentist

Bought an OTC

Used a home remedy

Sought pharmacy advice

Saw a nurse/health visitor

Saw some other professional

Used 
OTC

19%

Did not use anything on some occasions 56%
Did not use anything on any occasion 48%

Used something
to hand 23%
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Sequence of actions

• Treatment used at first is likely to be continued

• exception is doctor’s visit, where subsequent action 

may well be using a prescription, or revisiting

• if OTC used at first, likely to continue with OTC?buy 

more: 77% of those using at first, continued to use

• 96% of those using nothing at first, continue to use 

nothing
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Actions taken: ailment 
experienced before/new

• 93% of ailments have been experienced before
• if ailment has been suffered before, it is less likely to 

be treated than a new ailment
• if it is treated it is likely that OTC/prescription 

medicine already to hand will be used
• if it is a new ailment, it is more likely that advice will 

be sought -primarily from a doctor
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Decision/Action Path
where ailment experienced 

before:

Use Nothing Go to GP
or other professional

Use an OTC Other Action

Initial decision

•C.75% of initial actions are repeated or directly 
related to initial action

•potential OTC growth from moving initial action to 
OTC use from using nothing or visiting doctor
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Reason for not using anything
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Not serious enough 

Not necessary to treat

Expectation that it will get better by itself

Expectation that it cannot be treated with anything

I try to avoid medicines if I can

I try to avoid going to the doctor

Only recently noticed/no chance for action yet

Didn't have anything to hand 

All untreated ailments (4034)
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Outcome of consultation with 
doctor/nurse
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Medicine/treatment
prescribed

Do nothing/come back if
no improvement

Given other general
advice

Referred elsewhere

Told about relevant OTC

Given advice about diet

Consultation resulting in no drug treatment 
(prescription or OTC)  29%
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Justification for self-
medication
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I recognise symptoms

I've had it before/my
own experience

Friend/relative
recognised symptoms

Read about it

Asked a pharmacist

Experienced before New ailments

• 31% of ailments treated with medicine without reference to doctor

•Question:   How did you know how to treat?
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Use of OTC medicines
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Purchaser of OTCs already in 
House

7376

27

1416

71

1162

All ailmentsAilments of
20+ year

olds

Ailments of
15-19 year

olds

other adult
partner
respondent
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Where OTC Bought
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Chemist/pharmacy

Boots

Supermarket (general
shelves)

Supermarket pharmacy

Superdrug

Consultation resulting in no drug treatment 
(prescription or OTC)  29%
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Why Chose type of shop
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Convenience/local

Convenient to combine with shopping in same shop

Convenient to combine with shopping in shops
nearby

Familiarity/know my way around

wider range available

Cheaper

To get advice
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Factors affecting decision to 
use that medicine
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Own experiences

Friends/relatives advice

Doctors/dentists advice

Well known brand

Pharmacists/chemists
advice

Advertising

BMRB
International



Length of using/reasons for 
stopping

• Average number of OTCs used = 1.14
• Almost two thirds of OTCs (64%) used for a day or 

two or less, 24% used only once
• By far most common reason for stopping was 

improvement:
– problem got better (81%)
– only taken when really bad (11%)

• Product not working is a very small problem
– product didn’t work 4%
– getting no better/went to doctor 1%
– switched product 1%
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Effectiveness of medicines 
used
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Very effective

Quite effective

Not very effective

Not at all effective
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Likelihood of using OTC again
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Very likely

Quite likely

Neither/nor

Not very

Not at all

BMRB
International



Children’s ailments:
Treatment and OTC use



Most common ailments mentioned 
in last 2 weeks:children
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minor cuts and grazes

bruises

common cold

headache

upset stomach

tiredness

sickness/nausea

cough

eczema

None

minor cuts and grazes

None

Average number  3.00

% change
from 1986

+11

+10

-3

+3

+3

+5

+5

+6

+8

-35
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Comparison of Adult and Child 
Treatment

• As in 1986, more likely that something will be used 
for children’s ailments than adults

• and more likely to use an OTC already in house
• No longer the case that children’s ailments are more 

likely to be taken to the doctor than adult ailments, 
or that an OTC more likely to be bought for child 
ailment
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Reasons for using 
nothing:adults v children

• More willingness to use treatments for child ailments, 
but when untreated………

• Child ailments more likely to be considered:
– not serious enough
– not necessary to treat

• Less likely:
– expectation it can’t be treated
– try to avoid medicines if I can
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Outcome of doctor 
consultations: adult v children

• As for adult ailments, two thirds result in prescription
• child ailments twice as likely as adult to be told ‘do 

nothing/come back if no improvement’ (32% of child 
ailments v 17% of adults ailments)

• no consultation for child ailment resulted in OTC 
recommendation (v. 5% of adult ailments)
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OTC Experience: adult v child 
ailments

• Remedies for child ailments more likely to come from 
chemist/pharmacies

• 20% of OTCs for child ailments influenced by 
pharmacist ( adult OTCs 10%); health visitor/nurse 
also more influential

• OTCs used for child ailments used for shorter 
duration and problem even more likely to have got 
better than those for adults

• OTCs for child ailments perceived as even more 
effective and more likely to be used again than those 
for adults
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Conclusions

• No major changes since 1986
• indications of more awareness of, and anxiety about 

health
• rather more confidence about self treating
• self treatment sensibly carried out


