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Activities at pharmacies and the pharmacists´ work as well as their role significantly changed in 
20th century. Number of medicines compounded at pharmacies decreased due to the increasing 
number of mass-produced medicines. A lot of new drugs appeared and the knowledge on 
medicines grew rapidly as well. So, a new need has emerged: to instruct patients how to use 
medicines correctly, and to provide information on medicines (administration, side effects, drug-
food or drug-drug interactions). This should have led to higher effectivity and safety of 
pharmacotherapy. A pharmacist – a producer of medicines, became not only a distributor of mass-
produced medicines, but also a distributor of information on all aspects coupled with medicines. At 
the same time, new approaches and devices to simplify this new pharmacist´s role were 
investigated. In former Czechoslovakia, the workers of Pharmaceutical Faculties and Pharmacy 
Development Centre were engaged in this topic to support pharmacy consulting in daily practice. 
 
In 1977, an intention of Smečka´s group (Faculty of Pharmacy of Charles University) to use special 
pictorial symbols – pharmaceutical pictograms – to express information on medicines was 
published in a Czechoslovak professional journal for the first time (1). The idea was based on 
finding that some information is repeated and could be expressed briefly by combination of 
appropriate pictograms. 
In 1978, Smečka and Neuwirth proposed a set of 43 pictograms (Fig. 1) and discussed their 
practical usage. The pictograms were divided into 6 information groups: instructions for 
dispensation, use, bans and warnings, storage, interactions, and clinical data (2). They elaborated 
their work in the following years. 
The proposed practical usage of pictograms was to support pharmacist´s memory during 
dispensation. According to the authors, small cards displaying appropriate pictograms (Fig. 2) 
should have been placed on front edges of shelves with drugs in a pharmacy (Fig. 3) (3). 
Smečka´s pictograms were also used in an information booklet of Pharmacy Development Centre 
(PDC) published in 1981 (4), which contained information about 500 medicines used in 
Czechoslovakia (Fig. 4). The booklet could have been used for rapid information retrieval during 
dispensation. The booklet was issued as a supplement to Bulletin of PDC and was distributed to all 
Czechoslovak pharmacies. A modified set of 35 pictograms was used (Fig. 5). This paper booklet 
was considered as a provisional solution. Some other alternatives were tested: a card index 
combining pictograms with more detailed text information, or microfiche readers (2, 3). 
The pictograms printed on wraps and packings of medicines (Fig. 6) could have been also used to 
provide instructions to patients for proper medicine usage and storage in a simple way. Only 
pictograms understandable to patients (13-19 pictograms, Fig. 7) could have been used and only 
general information could have been displayed (3). Only 26 % of Czechoslovak mass-produced 
medicines for oral use contained patient information leaflets in 1980 (5). The leaflets were - and 
still can be - often hard understandable to patients. Due to these facts to use pictograms this way 
could lead to better usage of medicines too. 
The Smečka´s pictograms attracted attention abroad as well. The International Pharmaceutical 
Federation with the participation of the Czech authors repeatedly pursued the pictograms. The 
federation considered to use pictographic information especially for illiterate patients in developing 
countries (6). The pictograms were publicized in Austria and former Eastern Germany (6). Framm 
utilized a set of 13 Czechoslovak pictograms in his book Arzneimittelprofile für die Kitteltasche in 
1998 (7). This book has been issued 4 times in Germany. The Czech version was issued in 2002 
and the book was also published in Poland and Hungary). 
 
In spite of all effort, the pictograms were almost not used in Czechoslovakia (6, 8). On the other 
hand, several papers and diploma theses concerning pictograms were published in 
Czechoslovakia and abroad. This endeavour can be considered as an important step to intensify 
pharmaceutical consulting at Czechoslovak pharmacies in the 2nd half of 20th century. Nowadays, 
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the modified pictograms are still used in some Czech pharmacy information systems (Fig. 8) during 
dispensation. 
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Figures 
 
Figure 1: The original set of Smečka´s 43 pictograms and 
explanations 
 

 
 
0 – Dispensing of Drugs 
01 Over-the-counter drugs 
02 Prescription drugs 
03 Dispense according to the narcotics rules 
04 Dispensing in exceptional circumstances only at the expense of National Health 
Control 
05 No dispensing at the expense of National Health Control 
06 Different concentrations of the active ingredient in the same mass-produced 
pharmaceutical 
07 Maximal dose assessment 
 
1 – Instructions for Use 
11 Use before meal 
12 Use with meal 
13 Use after meal 
14 Use between meals (not with meal) 
15 Do not break or chew 
16 Swallow with water 
17 Dissolve 
18 Use at regular intervals 
 
2 – Side Effects 
21 Decreased attention, apathy 
22 Do not use during pregnancy 
23 No alcohol 
24 No smoking 
25 No sunbathing 
26 General restrictions (must be written out) 
27 Faeces (write out changes) 
28 Urine (write out changes) 
29 Other comments 
  
3 – Storing 
31 Keep out of the reach of children 
32 Keep in a cool place 
33 Keep in temperatures above 0C 
34 Keep in a dry place 
35 Keep in a dark place 
 
4 – Interactions 
41 Interaction in general 
42 Effect of the given pharmaceutical is increased by other pharmaceuticals 
43 Effect of the given pharmaceutical is decreased by other pharmaceuticals 
44 The given pharmaceutical increases the effects of other pharmaceuticals 
45 The given pharmaceutical decreases the effects of other pharmaceuticals 
46 Effect of the given pharmaceutical is prolonged by other pharmaceuticals 
47 Effect of the given pharmaceutical is reduced by other pharmaceuticals 
48 The given pharmaceutical prolongs the effects of other pharmaceuticals 
49 The given pharmaceutical reduces the effects of other pharmaceuticals 
 
5 – Clinical Data 
51 Contraindications (forbidden) 
52 Instructions (comments) 
53 Laboratory investigation 
54 Warning 
55 Danger of addiction 

 



Figure 2: The information cards for drugs dispensation 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: A dispensation shelf with drugs and 
corresponding information cards with pictograms 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 4: Pictographic drug information as printed in 
PDC´s information booklet (a part of letter F) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 5: The modified set of 35 pictograms and 
explanations as printed in PDC´s information booklet 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 6: Examples of medicine and drug packings with 
pictographic patient information 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7: An example of a modified set of 19 pictograms 
understandable to patients 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 8: An example of pharmacy information software 
using the pictograms 
 

 


