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Background: A community-based approach has been identified as one key strategy to improve the health of
Indonesians. In 2015, the government initiated the ‘Smart Use of Medications Movement’ (GeMa CerMat) to
promote responsible self-medication. This study aims to explore pharmacist/pharmacy staff trainers’ views on
strategies to implement GeMa CerMat community training.

Methods: Four focus group discussions were conducted with 38 pharmacist/pharmacy staff trainers in Ngawi,
Indonesia and a thematic analysis was used to obtain the key strategies.

Results: The identified key strategies were building community readiness via well-designed training (considering
participant characteristics, training methods, and materials and resources); policy, regulation and organizational
support; access to training in a cultural context; communication media to promote training and the inclusion of
active-learning tools.

Conclusions: These identified multilevel strategies require collaboration among national bodies and the involve-
ment of trusted community members (‘change agents’). A new strategy using ‘active learning tools’ was
necessary to build critical thinking and understanding of the use of medications in everyday life. Future research
should focus on process, impact and outcome evaluation involving GeMa CerMat training implementation and
sustainability in Indonesia.
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Introduction
Indonesia is the world’s largest island nation with a popula-
tion of >200 million.1 With an increasing ageing population and
prevalence of non-communicable diseases, in conjunction with
the high prevalence of infectious diseases, health challenges
in Indonesia are daunting.2 It is a priority of the Indonesian
government to improve the quality of life among Indonesians
through a ‘Healthy Indonesia’ programme, including promot-
ing a healthy living paradigm, strengthening health services/-
facilities and implementing Jaminan Kesehatan Nasional (JKN),
which provides basic healthcare coverage to the entire popula-
tion.3 Primary care facilities, mainly primary health centres (PHCs,
puskesmas), are the front-line providers to implement these pro-
grammes. However, the wide dispersion of islands making up
Indonesia creates problems with supply, mix and distribution
of primary health facilities and workforce.2,3 Thus community

empowerment could be seen as one key strategy to improve the
health of Indonesians.2

In 2015, the Indonesian government initiated a community
empowerment programme, the ‘Smart Use of Medications Move-
ment’ (Gerakan Masyarakat Cerdas Menggunakan Obat [GeMa
CerMat]), which aimed to promote responsible self-medication
among Indonesians;4 this was followed by an overarching pro-
gramme, the ‘Healthy Lifestyle Movement’ (Gerakan Masyarakat
Hidup Sehat [GerMas]) to include self-care.5 Self-medication is
defined as ‘the selection and use of medicines by individuals
to treat self-recognized illnesses or symptoms’.6 Due to the
overstretched health system in Indonesia,2 self-medication
plays a pivotal role as the first action taken by Indonesians in
managing their healthcare, especially for minor ailments. Minor
ailments can be defined as usually self-limiting medical condi-
tions that can be reasonably self-diagnosed and self-managed
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with over-the-counter (OTC) products; this might include
headache, coughs, colds and constipation.7 Based on a survey
in 2014, 61% of the Indonesian population practises self-
medication.8

While responsible self-medication can move people toward
greater independence to treat their minor ailments, potential
risks of self-medication have been reported, such as incorrect
self-diagnosis, drug interactions, infrequent but severe adverse
reactions, incorrect choice of therapy and risk of drug depen-
dence and abuse.9,10 Community pharmacists are well estab-
lished in Indonesia and have traditionally assisted the com-
munity with the management of minor ailments and, when
appropriate, referred them to other health practitioners; how-
ever, many medicines are also available from drugstores, infor-
mal outlets and street peddlers.2 Hence the GeMa CerMat initia-
tive is expected to improve self-medication literacy, thus empow-
ering Indonesians in the safe use of OTC medicines.

As part of the GeMa CerMat initiative, community training on
basic medication information was developed.4 Pharmacists, with
their educational background in medications and as suppliers
of OTC medicines, are appropriate healthcare practitioners for
providing community training. In 2016, selected pharmacist-
s/pharmacy staff were invited for a GeMa CerMat trainers’ briefing
in four cities/districts: Nganjuk, Blitar, Ngawi and Sumenep.11

Little is known, however, regarding pharmacist/pharmacy staff
trainers’ experiences (barriers/facilitators) while performing the
community training in their practice settings. This study aims to
explore trainers’ views on strategies to implement GeMa CerMat
community training to promote responsible self-medication in
Indonesia.

Methods
The study was approved by the ethics committee of the Faculty
of Medicine, Islamic University of Indonesia (No. 08/Ka.Kom.
Et/70/KE/IX/2016).

Setting, design and sample
The study site was Ngawi, a district (kabupaten) in the western
part of East Java province, Indonesia. Based on statistical data
from 2012,12 Ngawi covers an area of 1296 km2 with a population
of 911 911 people and is divided into 17 subdistricts (kecamatan)
consisting of 217 villages (desa). Health facilities in Ngawi include
2 hospitals, 24 PHCs and 51 community pharmacies; a PHC is a
technical unit of the Region Health Office that provides primary
healthcare at a subdistrict level. In 2016, 46 pharmacist/phar-
macy staff in Ngawi were invited to attend a GeMa CerMat
trainers’ briefing. A module was provided to guide trainers to
facilitate interactive learning on basic medication information
provided on the label/package/leaflet (i.e. drug name, indication,
administration, adverse effects and storage).11

This study was to follow up pharmacists/pharmacy staff
involved in the prior trainers’ briefing in Ngawi to explore
their views on strategies to implement community training to
promote responsible self-medication in Indonesia. Focus group
discussions (FGDs) were chosen since this allowed the trainers,
who had similar backgrounds or experiences, to discuss a specific

topic of interest.13 Thus FGDs are a good way to provide insights
into a range of views/opinions of people involved in the change
process, especially where the aim is to improve a targeted service.
These were guided by the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting
Qualitative Research (COREQ) requirements.14

Data collection
Invitation letters were sent by the head of the Pharmacy Division
of the Ngawi Health Office to a total of 46 pharmacist/pharmacy
staff who had participated in the prior GeMa CerMat trainers’
briefing to attend a meeting that was scheduled in May 2017.
The meeting was conducted in the Ngawi Health Office. The
researcher initially introduced the research and asked for the
trainers’ participation. Those willing to participate were asked
to complete a short demographic questionnaire and to provide
written informed consent. They were then invited to join one of
four FGDs.

Each FGD was facilitated by one of the researchers, who were
a master/doctor in pharmacy as well as an academic. All FGDs
were conducted in Bahasa Indonesia and were aided by a semi-
structured FGD guide. The guide was developed in conjunction
with all researchers and was field tested. The guide explored two
areas: training experiences (barriers/facilitators) and proposed
strategies to implement the community training. Probing ques-
tions were asked when necessary to expand on the participants’
responses. The FGDs lasted 45–60 min and were audio recorded.

Data analysis
Audio-recorded data from the FGDs were transcribed verbatim
by the facilitators. Transcripts were reviewed using inductive the-
matic analysis to identify salient themes;15 all transcripts were
coded manually by cutting and pasting between documents. The
analysis was performed by YW and the emerging themes were
validated by discussion with the other research team members
(AP, ES) to reach a consensus. The data analysis first involved
a process of familiarization; significant statements related to
proposed strategies to implement community training from the
data were then identified and coded. The codes were categorized
into a broader conceptual level (i.e. into themes). The process of
theme generation was reviewed and refined by going back and
forth between the themes, the codes and the transcripts until the
final themes were identified. Finally, examples of responses were
selected to illustrate each theme. The final themes and quotes
were discussed with the trainers during a follow-up seminar in
October 2017 as a means of member-checking, thus ensuring the
credibility of the data.16 Data analysis was conducted in Bahasa
Indonesia and the illustrative verbatim quotes and theme labels
were translated into English.

Results
Of 46 pharmacists/pharmacy staff who participated in the prior
trainers’ briefing and were thus invited to participate in this study,
a total of 40 consented and attended a meeting held in the Ngawi
Health Office in May 2017. Two subsequently withdrew due to
emergency work tasks, leaving 38 who were allocated to join four
FGDs (their characteristics are summarized in Table 1).
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Table 1. Characteristics of the pharmacist/pharmacy staff trainers involved in the FGDs

Characteristics FGD 1 (n=10) FGD 2 (n=9) FGD 3 (n=10) FGD 4 (n=9)

Age range (years) 30–48 29–39 30–51 25–41
Gender 3 males, 7 females 9 females 3 males, 7 females 9 females
Position 2 PHC pharmacists, 3

community pharmacists,
5 PHC pharmacy staff

2 PHC pharmacists, 2
community pharmacists,
5 PHC pharmacy staff

2 PHC pharmacists, 8 PHC
pharmacy staff

5 community
pharmacists, 4 PHC
pharmacy staff

Training experience
– Number of training

sessions (range per
person)

1–4 1–4 1–3 1–3

– Training participants
Participant
characteristics

Seniors (1 time),
members of women’s
organizations (1–3
times), members of
religious gathering (1
time), community health
representatives/leaders
(1 time), general
population (1–2 times)

Seniors (1–2 times),
members of women’s
organizations (1–3
times), community
health
representatives/leaders
(1 time), students (1–2
times), general
population (1 time)

Seniors (1–2 times),
members of women’s
organizations (1–3
times), community
health representatives (1
time), general population
(1–2 times)

Community health
representatives/leaders
(1 time), general
population (1–2 times)

Number of participants
(range)

30–100 15–200 15–100 15–100

Trainers, perceived strategies to implement community
training
Pharmacists/pharmacy staff involved in the FGDs had been
involved in at least one training session as trainers (range 1–
4 sessions per person); while the training sessions were often
conducted during community meetings, including meetings
of women’s organizations, senior gatherings, religious gath-
erings, educational sessions at school or community health
representative/leader meetings (see Table 1). Responses from
the FGDs in relation to the trainers’ perceived strategies to
implement training to promote responsible self-medication in
Ngawi identified five main themes: building community readiness
via well-designed training; policy, regulation and organizational
support; access to training in a cultural context; communications
media and active learning tools.

Building community readiness via well-designed training

This study indicated the importance of designing appropriate
training to build community readiness to practise responsible
self-medication. It was suggested that factors directly contribut-
ing to training delivery were participant characteristics, training
methods, and materials and training resources.

Participant characteristics

Participant characteristics might be linked with learning capac-
ity and motivation. This should be considered when delivering
training to promote responsible self-medication. Some of the
trainers believed that it would be best for the training to be

targeted to specific participant groups, thus the training could be
designed accordingly. Community health representatives, com-
munity leaders, students or mothers could be considered as
the initial targets; these groups generally have higher learning
capacity and/or influence, thus having the potential to assist
pharmacists to implement community training in their local com-
munities (‘change agents’). This was illustrated by comments
from pharmacist 4.4: ‘The first would be community health rep-
resentatives. Every year, we are given the opportunity to speak
at community health representatives meetings – we usually use
it to present GeMa CerMat’; pharmacist 2.9: ‘Usually, community
leaders would have better capability – even asking extended ques-
tions’; pharmacist 4.3: ‘Clearly, I would prioritise mothers; as in
general, they were the ones who take the initiative when their
children were ill’; and pharmacist 2.8: ‘In my opinion, we need
to target high-school students; younger people have higher capa-
bility to learn and could assist their family on using medications
properly’.

Training methods and materials

Training methods and materials should be made to fit participant
characteristics. Due to the oral traditions among the Ngawi
communities, some trainers suggested interactive methods
with oral and fewer written tasks for the participants, such as
using games, question-and-answer sessions, pictures/videos or
simulations using medication packages. This was illustrated by
comments from pharmacy staff 3.4:,Usually the participants are
mothers . . . they are reluctant to do writing tasks; they want us to
do questions and answers . . . just like discussion’; and pharmacist
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2.9: ‘To attract high school students’ interests, I am not using slides
instead I am adding some videos’.

Further, a few trainers indicated the importance of developing
a range of training guides focusing on specific or local health
issues, e.g. anaemia in pregnancy, diarrhoea or the common
cold. It was suggested that trainers, to bridge the literacy gap
with participants, should use simple language when delivering
the material; as pharmacist 1.8 stated: ‘In some cases, we need
to adjust – using language that could be easily understood, even
using local dialects etc.’.

Training resources

Training resources refers to resources needed to perform self-
medication training, including trainers, funding and facilities.
Some trainers revealed that the current GeMa CerMat community
training is not yet a priority activity of the local health office or the
Indonesian Pharmacists Association (Ikatan Apoteker Indonesia
[IAI]), thus permanent funding has not been established. To
obtain the facilities required for the training, the training was
often conducted along with other established community
meetings, such as community health representative meetings,
religious gatherings, health education sessions (at school) or
neighbourhood meetings, as illustrated by pharmacist 2.8: ‘We
have routine activities such as providing health education at
schools and we usually include GeMa CerMat there’.

Adequate numbers of trainers should be available to facilitate
efficient interactive discussion; as pharmacy staff 3.4 stated:
‘Ideally one group is facilitated by one trainer’. Few trainers also
perceived the importance of setting skill qualifications for those
who are allowed to be trainers, such as pharmacists or having
completed the trainers’ briefing, as illustrated by pharmacy staff
4.2: ‘I am a diploma graduate, thus my clinical role is limited,
sometimes the participants know more than me. It would be
better to have a pharmacist’.

Policy, regulation and organizational supports

Despite the Indonesian government’s initiative, GeMa CerMat
community training has not been necessarily translated into the
local health office and/or IAI policies and priority programmes.
This was illustrated by comments from pharmacist 2.8: ‘At PHC,
60% are primary activities and 40% are supporting activities. Phar-
macy is only included within supporting activities’; and pharmacist
4.3: ‘Community pharmacists usually involve (to introduce GeMa
CerMat) in their local community activities on their own initiatives’.

Only after the training was viewed as a priority or routine
activity within the local health office and/or IAI did some train-
ers believe that permanent funding would be established for
sustained community training. Further, it was suggested that
the IAI develop a remuneration system for pharmacists involved
as trainers, such as incentives and/or continuing professional
development (CPD) credits.

Access to training in a cultural context

Access to training and various cultural influences might affect
the implementation of community training. Trainers emphasized
the issues of oral language traditions among target communi-
ties; this sociocultural context should guide the development of

appropriate training methods and materials (see ‘Training meth-
ods and material’). In addition, limited access to training—due
to isolated and scattered residential areas—was also considered
a barrier; as pharmacy staff 1.5 stated: ‘I am residing in an iso-
lated area, in the forest, very rural. Gathering 50 people would be
very difficult, (as) they have scattered residences, long distances
between them, lots of forest’. Thus it was suggested to involve
community health representatives/leaders in local areas to assist
in training implementation to reach a broader population.

Communication media

Some trainers indicated the importance of the local health office
in collaboration with the IAI to communicate or disseminate the
GeMa CerMat programme to increase awareness of the target
community; as pharmacist 4.3 stated: ‘On a special occasion,
such as World Pharmacist Day, the local IAI could promote “GeMa
CerMat”, such as installing banners at pharmacies, sharing via
social media, radio etc.’.

Active learning tools

While participatory and interactive training materials might help
participants to learn about medications, some concerns were
raised regarding community empowerment beyond the training;
as pharmacist 1.10 mentioned: ‘Participants need to be sub-
sequently evaluated and continuously encouraged to be careful
when using medications’. This situation might imply the need
for the training to provide community members with a range of
active learning tools to build their critical thinking on the use of
medications in their daily life.

The five key strategies identified from the FGDs of trainers
could be interpreted as an in-process evaluation as part of a
cyclical process (assessment–implementation–evaluation) that
allows for continuous improvement of a health programme as
described in the PRECEDE–PROCEED model.17 Considering the
structure of the Indonesian health system,18 the strategy com-
ponent of ‘policy, regulation and organizational support’ could be
further explained in terms of a pyramid model to represent levels
of policy, regulation and support needed while implementing the
community training (Figure 1). At the top would be the national
policy/regulation related to GeMa CerMat, which is then required
to be translated down to the regional and local health offices,
and the IAI, to reach the target communities.

Discussion
Community-based interventions have been identified at the gov-
ernment level as one key strategy to improve the health status
of Indonesians. This qualitative study was initiated to follow up
pharmacists/pharmacy staff who had previously participated in
a trainers’ briefing to explore their views on strategies used to
perform community training as an intervention to enhance self-
medication in their practice settings. The findings identified five
key strategies: building community readiness via well-designed
training; policy, regulation and organizational support; access to
training in a cultural context; communication media and the
inclusion of active learning tools to build critical thinking on the
use of medications in everyday life (see Figure 1). These strategies
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Figure 1. Levels of policy, regulation and organisational support for sustained community training to promote self-medication in Indonesia.

target factors directly related to the training (internal factors)
as well as enabling and reinforcing external factors, all of which
could produce synergistic effects for a successful implementa-
tion.17,19

Building community readiness via a well-designed training
model could be seen as a strategy directly related to the training
(internal factors). This study indicated that the training should be
designed based on group target participant characteristics. Ini-
tially the training could target trusted members of the commu-
nity, such as health representatives/leaders, students or mothers,
as they have the potential to assist in the training implementa-
tion (‘change agents’) in the household or community groups.
This should be facilitated with the development of appropriate
training methods and materials. Although the evidence available
in the literature was inconclusive on which methods work best
for patient education, audio-visual, written materials (prepared
at an appropriate reading level), demonstrations (if appropriate
for the situation) and the use of mixed methods were considered
to be effective.20

While the current training material developed was at the
general information level on self-medication use, this could be
modified to focus on specific local health groups, such as moth-
ers, or other target participant needs. In addition to common
minor illnesses (such as diarrhoea, cough, cold and joint/muscu-
lar pain),12,21 the increasing prevalence of diabetes and hyperten-
sion in Indonesia also warrants consideration in developing train-
ing materials related to a healthy lifestyle. This should provide
self-care support to the current priority health programme, Ger-
Mas, which was introduced after GeMa CerMat.5 In addition to the
improved materials, this study implied the need to provide the
training participants with active learning tools. The tools should
facilitate community members to be actively and critically able

to obtain information from health professionals, for example,
‘Asking 5+’ when obtaining medications:22

1. Name and composition—what is the name and composi-
tion of this medication?

2. Indication—what is this medication used for?
3. Directions for use—how do I use this medication?
4. Side effects—what are the common side effects of this

medication?
5. Storage—how to store this medication?

+ the expiry date.
Past research has suggested a continuous process of dis-

cussion, reflection and action, termed ‘critical awareness’ and
‘critical thinking’, forming the basis for approaches for learning
and social change.23

Access to training in a cultural context relates to strategies
to enable implementation of the training across the district.
Considering Indonesia’s communal and paternalistic culture as
well as geographic proximity between areas,24,25 it would be
best to integrate the educational programme into local commu-
nity activities, thus the involvement of trusted members of the
community, such as community health representatives/leaders,
would be of importance. Studies worldwide have reported that
pupils can act as agents for health interventions at both the
school and local community levels (‘change agents’).25–27 As
part of the community, these change agents would be more
accessible and acceptable to the local community.26

Furthermore, this study has suggested strategies related to
‘public policy and organizational support’ and ‘communication
media’ to reinforce sustained community training (reinforcement
factors). Although the Indonesian government initiated GeMa
CerMat in 2015,4,11 a key challenge lies in translating the
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movement into local regulations/policies. Indonesia’s decen-
tralized government system provides districts (kabupaten) and
municipalities (kota) with autonomy to manage regional public
sectors, including health.28 Hence GeMa CerMat training should
become part of the regional health office’s responsibility for
supporting and funding GeMa CerMat training performed at the
local community level. In addition, the IAI (in collaboration with
the local health office) would have a pivotal role in arranging for
the training as well as establishing trainers’ accreditation and
remuneration systems.

The importance of communication media to promote com-
munity training was raised. Literature has suggested that health
programmes may benefit from media campaigns to expose
large audiences to focused messages over time;26 however, the
decision to use a particular medium should first consider the
audiences’ socio-economic and cultural backgrounds.29,30 Con-
sidering the oral traditions of the target community in this study,
the health office and IAI should make use of audio-visual media
(e.g. television and radio advertisements) and social media for
training publicity.

There are some limitations to this study. This study only
included views of pharmacist/pharmacy staff trainers, thus
it might not include views from other stakeholders, such as
community members or policymakers. However, as the main
providers in this initiative, the views of pharmacist/pharmacy
staff trainers should provide insight regarding the strategies to
promote responsible self-medication in Indonesia. As qualitative
data are a product of the views, experiences and perceptions
of the respondents, bias can occur if respondents are not
sharing their true responses.13 The FGDs, however, were carefully
designed to include participants with similar backgrounds and
experiences (pharmacist trainers) and to discuss a common issue
(implementation strategy), thus creating a non-intimidating
environment where participants should have been able to
express their true ideas/opinions. To ensure accuracy, the results
of this study were provided to the participating trainers (member
checking).15 In addition, no new themes emerged at the third
FGD, suggesting saturation was reached.13

Conclusions
This study has proposed a multilevel strategy for sustained com-
munity training to promote responsible self-medication within an
Indonesian context. There is a need for the training to provide
active learning tools to help Indonesians engage in learning
activities while obtaining their medications in their daily lives.
These findings should be used as a basis to develop a range of
interventions to support trainers while implementing community
training. Future research should focus on the process, impact
and outcome evaluation involving all stakeholders to provide
comprehensive and sustainable community training to promote
responsible self-medication in Indonesia.
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