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(57) ABSTRACT

An apparatus for dispensing medications, including: a dis-
pensing device storing prescription information including:
identification of each medication included in a first plurality
of medications; a respective dosage for each medication; and
a plurality of time spans, including respective points in time,
for dispensing the first plurality of medications; a cassette
installed in the dispensing device and including a plurality of
sealed compartments, each compartment in the plurality of
sealed compartments configured to store at least one respec-
tive pill for each medication in a second plurality of medica-
tions; and at least one dispensing port. The dispensing device
is configured to, within each time span in the plurality of time
spans and when the second plurality of medications is in
compliance with the prescription information: access each
compartment via the at least one dispensing port; and extract
every at least one first pill from each compartment.

27 Claims, 7 Drawing Sheets
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1
APPARATUS AND SYSTEM WITH
PRE-LOADED CASSETTE FOR DISPENSING
MULTIPLE MEDICATIONS AND METHODS
THEREFORE

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure relates to an apparatus with a pre-
loaded cassette including a plurality of compartments in
which are stored a plurality of medications. The cassettes are
sealed and the apparatus is configured to extract, from each
compartment, the medications according to a schedule. The
present disclosure also includes a computer-based system
including a computer for a service entity configured to receive
prescriptions from health care providers, transmit the pre-
scriptions to a pharmacy entity, which loads the medications
in the compartments, and communicate with the apparatus.

BACKGROUND

Medication adherence, including patient adherence to
medication regimens is an important aspect of any system
providing medical services. Specifically, lack of medical
adherence has a negative effect on outcomes and increases
costs associated with providing medical services. For
example, research shows that:

1. Approximately 25% of patients prescribed medications

for a new illness fail to fill their initial prescription;

2. Approximately half of patients taking maintenance
medications for a chronic disease stop taking their medi-
cations within the first year; and,

3. The estimated cost of unnecessary medical treatment
attributable to medication non-adherence is $290B
annually.

Several solutions have been proposed to address the prob-
lem of medical adherence with respect to medication regi-
mens. One solution path is to provide more coordinated deliv-
ery of medications to the patient, especially since many
people have prescriptions for multiple medications, each
requiring different dosage regimens. For example, it is known
for a pharmacy to deliver multiple medications by mail in
blister-pack format. Each blister in the package contains all
medications to be taken at one time. There may be two to four
blisters per day. Each package will typically contain a week’s
worth of a patient’s medications. The patient is required to
burst the appropriate blister at the appropriate time, remove
the pills, and take them. However, there are known problems
with this approach. For example, the medication administra-
tion is ‘open loop’, that is, there is no way for a health care
provider, pharmacy, or other interested party to determine of
if the pills were removed from a blister at the appropriate time
and taken by the patient at the appropriate time. The blister
pack must be amenable to handling and shipping, for
example, relatively inexpensive, light weight, and easy filled.
However, such a configuration may not be an optimal con-
figuration for a patient to use.

It is also is known to use home-based medication dispens-
ers. For example, the patient or a designated caregiver is
required to periodically pre-load the appropriate pills into
provided cups, according to each pill’s dosage regimen. The
pre-loaded cups are then placed into the dispenser. The dis-
penser then releases each cup’s contents at a designated time.
The dispenser, being an active device, can alert the patient via
audible alarm that medication is due to be taken. The dis-
penser can also communicate via telephone line with a remote
caregiver or monitoring service. However, there are problems
with the dispensers. The patient and/or caregiver must be

20

25

40

45

60

65

2

responsible to fulfill multiple prescriptions, which may be out
of synch with each other. Any pill packing errors by the
patient or caregiver will not be detected by the dispenser. Any
potential medication interactions will not be flagged since
different prescriptions are not coordinated.

SUMMARY

According to aspects illustrated herein, there is provided an
apparatus for dispensing medications, including: a dispens-
ing device configured to store first prescription information
including: an identification of each first medication included
in a first plurality of medications; a respective dosage for each
first medication; and a first plurality of time spans, including
first respective points in time, for dispensing the first plurality
of medications; a cassette installed in the dispensing device
and including a first plurality of sealed compartments, each
first compartment in the first plurality of sealed compartments
storing at least one first respective pill for each medication in
a second plurality of medications; and at least one dispensing
port. The dispensing device is configured to, within each first
time span in the first plurality of time spans and when the
second plurality of medications is in compliance with the first
prescription information: access each first compartment via
the at least one dispensing port; and extract every at least one
first pill from each first compartment. Sealing of the first
plurality of sealed compartments prevents access to each first
compartment except through the at least one dispensing port.

According to aspects illustrated herein, there is provided a
method for dispensing medications, including: storing in a
dispensing device first prescription information including: a
respective identification of each first medication included in a
first plurality of medications; respective dosages for each first
medication; and first plurality of time spans, including first
respective points in time, for dispensing the first plurality of
medications; placing, in each first compartment in a first
plurality of compartments for a cassette, at least one first
respective pill for each medication in a second plurality of
medications; sealing the first plurality of compartments;
blocking access to each first compartment except through at
least one dispensing port; installing the cassette in the dis-
pensing device; within each first time span in the first plurality
of'time spans and when the second plurality of medications is
in compliance with the first prescription information: access-
ing, using the dispensing device, each first compartment via
the at least one dispensing port; and extracting, using the
dispensing device, every at least one first pill from each first
compartment.

According to aspects illustrated herein, there is provided a
computer-based system for dispensing medications, includ-
ing: a first computer, operated by or for a service entity,
including a first processor and a first memory element con-
figured to store first computer readable instructions; a second
computer, operated by or for a pharmacy entity separate from
the service entity, including a second processor and a second
memory element configured to store second computer read-
able instructions; and a dispensing apparatus remotely
located from the service entity and the pharmacy entity and
including a dispensing device including a third computer with
a third processor and a third memory element configured to
store third computer readable instructions. The first processor
is configured to execute the first computer readable instruc-
tions to: receive, from at least one first health care provider, a
first plurality of prescriptions for a first plurality of medica-
tions, each prescription in the first plurality of prescriptions
including: an identification of a first respective medication; a
respective dosage for the first respective medication; and a
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first plurality of time spans, including first respective points in
time, for dispensing the first plurality of medications; and
transmit to the second computer the first plurality of prescrip-
tions and instructions to place in each first compartment of a
first plurality of compartments for a cassette, installable in the
dispensing device, the first plurality of medications. The dis-
pensing apparatus includes: the cassette, installed in the dis-
pensing device, with the at least one first respective pill for
each second medication included in a second plurality of
medications; and at least one dispensing port. The cassette is
sealed to block access to each first compartment except
through the at least one dispensing port. The third processor is
configured to execute the third computer readable instruc-
tions to: receive the first plurality of prescriptions; and within
each first time span in the first plurality of time spans, and
when the second plurality of medications is in compliance
with the first plurality of prescription: access, using the dis-
pensing device, each first compartment via the at least one
dispensing port; and extract, using the dispensing device,
every at least one first pill from each first compartment.

According to aspects illustrated herein, there is provided a
computer-based method for dispensing medications, includ-
ing: storing, in a first memory element of a first computer,
operated by or for a service entity, first computer readable
instructions; executing, using a first processor the first com-
puter readable instructions to receive, from at least one first
health care provider, a first plurality of prescriptions for a first
plurality of medications, each prescription in the first plural-
ity of prescriptions including: an identification of a first
respective medication included in the first plurality of medi-
cations; a respective dosage for the first respective medica-
tion; and a first plurality of time spans, including first respec-
tive points in time, for dispensing the first respective
medication and transmit to a second computer, operated for or
by a pharmacy entity separate from the service entity the first
plurality of prescriptions and instructions to place in each first
compartment of a first plurality of compartments for a cas-
sette, installable in the dispensing device, the first plurality of
medications; placing, at a facility operated by or for the phar-
macy entity, in each first compartment in a first plurality of
compartments for a cassette, at least one first respective pill
for each second medication in a second plurality of medica-
tions; sealing the cassette to block access to each first com-
partment except through at least one dispensing port; install-
ing, in a dispensing apparatus including a third computer with
athird processor and third memory element, the cassette, with
the atleast one first respective pill for each second medication
present in each first compartment; storing third computer
readable instructions in the third memory element; executing,
using the third processor, the third computer readable instruc-
tions to receive the first plurality of prescriptions; and within
each first time span in the first plurality of time spans, and
when the second plurality of medications is in compliance
with the first plurality of prescriptions: access, using a dis-
pensing device included in the dispensing apparatus, each
first compartment via the at least one dispensing port and
extract, using the dispensing device, every at least one first
pill from each first compartment.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Various embodiments are disclosed, by way of example
only, with reference to the accompanying schematic drawings
in which corresponding reference symbols indicate corre-
sponding parts, in which:

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of an apparatus for
dispensing medication; and,
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FIG. 2 is a schematic representation of a top view of an
example cassette for the apparatus in FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is a schematic representation of a view of an
example lid for an example cassette for the apparatus in FIG.
1

FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram of a system for dis-
pensing medication;

FIG. 5 depicts a flow chart of a system for dispensing
medication;

FIG. 6 is a schematic exploded representation of an
example of the apparatus in FIG. 1; and,

FIG. 7 is a schematic cross-sectional view of the example
apparatus in FIG. 6.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Moreover, although any methods, devices or materials
similar or equivalent to those described herein can be used in
the practice or testing of these embodiments, some embodi-
ments of methods, devices, and materials are now described.

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of apparatus 100 for
dispensing medication.

FIG. 2 is schematic representation of a top view of an
example cassette for apparatus 100 in FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is schematic representation of a view of an example
lid for an example cassette for apparatus 100 in FIG. 1. The
following should be viewed in light of FIGS. 1 through 3.
Apparatus 100 includes dispensing device 102 and cassette
104. Device 102 is configured to store prescription informa-
tion 106 including identification 108 of each medication 110
included in medications 112. Information 106 also includes
respective dosage 114 for each medication 110 and time
spans 116 for dispensing medications 112. Each time span
116 includes a respective point in time 118. The cassette is
installed in dispensing device 102 and includes sealed com-
partments 120. At least one compartment 120 is arranged to
store at least one respective pill 122 for each medication
included in medications 124. For example, each compartment
120A included in compartments 120 is arranged to store at
least one respective pill 122 for each medication included in
medications 124. By “pill” we mean any element known in
the art comprising or for containing a medication, including,
but not limited to solid pills of a compressed form of the
medication or capsules containing the medication in powder,
pellet, or liquid form. Apparatus 100 includes at least one
dispensing port 126. The discussion that follows is directed to
one port 126; however, it should be understood that other
numbers of ports are possible. The sealing of compartments
120 prevents access to compartments 120 except through
dispensing port 126. The sealing prevents unauthorized
access to compartments 120 and ensures that the contents of
the compartments are known and are not tampered with.

Each time span 116 specifies a particular time interval, for
example, 10 minutes or one hour. Each point in time 118, for
example, 8 AM or 7:30 PM, provides a context for the respec-
tive time span 116. For example, if point in time 118 is 8 AM
and time span 116 is one hour, then time span 116 occurs with
respect to 8 AM. Any relationship known in the art is possible
between a time span 116 and the respective point in time 118.
For example, if point in time 118 is 8 AM and time span 116
is one hour, the time span can begin or end on the point in
time, the time span can be 2 hour before and after 8 AM, or
a majority, but not all of the time span can be before or after
8 AM.

Dispensing device 102 is configured to, within each
respective time span 116 and when medications 124 are in
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compliance with prescription information 106: access each
compartment 120A via dispensing port 126 and extract pills
122 from the compartments.

In an example embodiment, cassette 104 includes identi-
fication element 128 storing prescription information 130
regarding medications 124 and dispensing device 102 is con-
figured to determine, using prescription information 106 and
130, whether medications 124 are the same as medications
112 and are in compliance with prescription information 106.
That is, whether the correct medications are stored in com-
partments 120A. Dispensing device 102 is further configured
to access each compartment 120A via dispensing port 126
and extract pills 122 from the compartment within each time
span 116 when medications 112 and medications 124 are the
same and medications 124 are in compliance with prescrip-
tion information 106. Compliance with prescription informa-
tion 106 can include, but is not limited to: being the same
medication as included in prescription information 106 and
having the same dosages 114 as included in prescription
information 106, or being the same medication as included in
prescription information 106 and having the same time spans
116 as included in prescription information 106.

In an example embodiment, when dispensing device 102
determines that medications 124 are not the same as medica-
tions 112 or are not in compliance with prescription informa-
tion 106, the dispenser is configured to block extraction of
pills 122 from one or more compartments 120A, transmit
alarm signal 132, and implement sensory alarm signal 136.
Signal 136 can be any sensory alarm signal known in the art,
including, but not limited to visual, auditory, or tactile. In an
example embodiment, alarm signal 132 is a patient and/or
caregiver contact event, such as an email, text, or phone call.
Inan example embodiment, signal 132 is transmitted to moni-
toring service 134 remote from apparatus 100.

In an example embodiment, prescription information 106
includes instructions 138 to extract pills from a particular
compartment 120A, within a particular time span 116, for
example time span 116 A. The dispensing device is configured
to receive input 140 and in response to input 140, abort, within
time span 116 A, dispensing of pills 122 from the compart-
ment 120A and extract pills 122 from the compartment 120A
prior to or after time span 116A. In an example embodiment,
input 140 includes time interval 142 and the dispensing
device is configured to extract pills 122 in the compartment
120A prior to or after point in time 118A, included in time
span 116 A, by an amount of time equal to time interval 142.
In an example embodiment, dispensing device 102 is config-
ured to determine if extracting pills 122 in the compartment
120A prior to or after point in time 118 A by an amount of time
equal to time interval 142 is in compliance with prescription
information 106. If the extraction is not in compliance with
prescription information 106, dispensing device 102 is con-
figured to block extraction of pills 122 from compartment the
120A and transmit message 144 stating that the change in
extraction time has been blocked.

In an example embodiment, the dispensing device is con-
figured to store prescription information 146 including iden-
tification 148 of each medication 150 included in medications
152. Information 146 also includes respective dosage 154 for
each medication 150 and time spans 156 for dispensing medi-
cations 152. Each time span 156 includes a respective point in
time 158. The discussion regarding time spans 116 and points
in time 118 is applicable to time spans 156 and points in time
158. Atleast one compartment 120 is arranged to store at least
one respective pill 162 for each medication included in medi-
cations 164. For example, each compartment 120B included
in compartments 120 is arranged to store at least one respec-

20

25

40

45

55

60

65

6

tive pill 162 for each medication included in medications 164.
The sealing of compartments 120B prevents access to com-
partments 120B compartment except through dispensing
ports 126. The sealing prevents unauthorized access to com-
partments 120B and ensures that the contents of the compart-
ments are known and are not tampered with.

Dispensing device 102 is configured to, within each
respective time span 156 and when medications 164 are in
compliance with prescription information 146: access each
compartment 120B via dispensing port 126 and extract pills
164 from the compartments.

In an example embodiment, the dispensing device is con-
figured to determine that cassette 104 has not been installed in
dispensing element 102 by point in time 166 and transmit
warning signal 168. Signal 168 also can be triggered by a
determination by dispenser element 102 that cassette 104 is
empty or has only a predetermined number of compartments
left storing medications. In an example embodiment, alarm
signal 168 is a patient and/or caregiver contact event, such as
an email, text, or phone call. In an example embodiment,
signal 168 is transmitted to monitoring service 134.

In an example embodiment, the dispensing device is con-
figured to determine that element 102 has extracted pills, for
example pills 122, from a compartment 120, for example
from a compartment 120A, and that the pills have not been
removed from apparatus 100. In response to the preceding
determination, the dispensing device transmits alarm signal
169. In an example embodiment, alarm signal 169 is a patient
and/or caregiver contact event, such as an email, text, or
phone call. In an example embodiment, alarm signal 169 is
transmitted to monitoring service 134.

In an example embodiment, dispensing device 102
includes computer 170 with memory element 172 and pro-
cessor 174. Element 172 is configured to store computer
readable instructions 176 and prescription information 106.
Processor 174 is configured to execute computer readable
instructions 176 to, with each time span 116, and when medi-
cations 124 are in compliance with prescription information
106, access using element 102, each compartment 120A via
dispensing port 126 and extract, using element 102, every pill
122 from the compartment.

FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram of system 200 for
dispensing medication. The following should be viewed in
light of FIGS. 1 through 4. Computer-based system 200 for
dispensing medications includes computer 202 operated by
or for service entity 204, processor 206, and memory element
208 configured to store computer readable instructions 210.
System 200 includes computer 212, operated by or for phar-
macy entity 214 separate from service entity 204. Computer
212 includes processor 216 and memory element 218 config-
ured to store computer readable instructions 220. System 200
includes dispensing apparatus 100 remotely located from
service entity 204 and pharmacy entity 214. Apparatus 100
includes dispensing device 102, cassette 104, and computer
166. Dispensing device 102 includes computer 170 with
memory element 172 and processor 176. Memory element
172 is configured to store computer readable instructions 176.

Processor 206 is configured to execute computer readable
instructions 210 to receive, from at least one health care
provider 222, prescriptions 224 for medications 112. Each
prescription 224 includes a respective identification 108 of
each medication 110, a respective dosage 114 for each medi-
cation 110 and time spans 116 for dispensing medications
112. Processor 206 is configured to execute the computer
readable instructions 210 to transmit, to computer 212: pre-
scriptions 224; and instructions 226 to place in each compart-
ment 120A medications 112. The pharmacy entity places
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medications 124 in compartments 120A in response to pre-
scriptions 224 and seals compartments 120A. Processor 174
is configured to execute computer readable instructions 176
to receive prescriptions 224. Processor 174 is configured to
execute computer readable instructions 176 to, within each
respective time span 116 and when medications 124 are in
compliance with prescription information 106: access, using
element 102, each compartment 120A via dispensing port
126 and extract, using element 102, pills 122 from the com-
partments.

In an example embodiment, processor 206 is configured to
execute the computer readable instructions 210 to transmit
prescriptions 224 to computer 170.

In an example embodiment, processor 174 is configured to
execute computer readable instructions 176 to determine,
using prescription information 106 and 130, whether medi-
cations 124 are the same as medications 112 and are in com-
pliance with prescription information 106. That is, whether
the correct medications are stored in compartments 120A.
Processor 174 is configured to execute computer readable
instructions 176 to access, using element 102, each compart-
ment 120A via dispensing port 126 and extract, using element
102, pills 122 from the compartment within each time span
116 when medications 112 and medications 124 are the same
and medications 124 are in compliance with prescription
information 106.

In an example embodiment, at least one health care pro-
vider 222 includes a plurality of health care providers.

In an example embodiment, processor 174 is configured to
execute computer readable instructions 176 to determine that
medications 124 are not the same as medications 112 or are
not in compliance with prescription information 106. Proces-
sor 174 is configured to execute computer readable instruc-
tions 176 to block extraction, using element 102, of pills 122
from one or more compartments 120A, transmit alarm signal
132, and implement sensory alarm signal 136. In an example
embodiment, monitoring service 134 is included in service
entity 204.

In an example embodiment, processor 174 is configured to
execute computer readable instructions 176 to receive input
140 and in response to input 140, abort, within time span
116A, dispensing of pills 122 from a particular compartment
120A and extract, using element 102, pills 122 from the
particular compartment 120A prior to or after time span
116A. In an example embodiment, processor 174 is config-
ured to execute computer readable instructions 176 to deter-
mine if extracting pills 122 from the particular compartment
120A prior to or after point in time 118 A by an amount of time
equal to time interval 142 is in compliance with prescription
information 106. If the extraction is not in compliance with
prescription information 106, processor 174 is configured to
execute computer readable instructions 176 to block extrac-
tion of pills 122 from the particular compartment 120A and
transmit message 144 stating that the change in extraction
time has been blocked.

In an example embodiment, processor 206 is configured to
execute the computer readable instructions 210 to receive,
from at least one health care provider 222 or at least one health
care provider 228 prescriptions 230 for medications 152.
Each prescription 230 includes a respective identification 148
of each medication 150 included in medications 152, a
respective dosage 154 for each medication 150 and time
spans 156 for dispensing medications 152. Processor 206 is
configured to execute the computer readable instructions 210
to transmit, to computer 212: prescriptions 230; and instruc-
tions 232 to place medications 152 in each compartment
120B. The pharmacy entity places medications 164 in com-
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partments 120B in response to prescriptions 228 and seals
compartments 120B. Processor 174 is configured to execute
computer readable instructions 176 to receive prescriptions
228. Processor 174 is configured to execute computer read-
able instructions 176 to, within each respective time span 156
and when medications 164 are in compliance with prescrip-
tion information 106: access, using element 102, each com-
partment 120B via dispensing port 126 and extract, using
element 102, pills 162 from the compartments.

In an example embodiment, Processor 174 is configured to
execute computer readable instructions 176 to determine that
element 102 has extracted pills, for example pills 122, from a
compartment 120, for example from a compartment 120A,
and that the pills have not been removed from apparatus 100.
In response to the preceding determination, processor 174 is
configured to execute computer readable instructions 176 to
transmit alarm signal 169. In an example embodiment, alarm
signal 169 is a patient and/or caregiver contact event, such as
an email, text, or phone call. In an example embodiment,
alarm signal 169 is transmitted to monitoring service 134.

FIG. 5 depicts flow chart 300 of a system for dispensing
medication. FIG. 5 is an example of A process for controlling
dispensing of medications using system 200. The discussions
regarding apparatus 100 and system 200 are applicable to
FIG. 5. In FIG. 5, payer 302 and patient/caregiver 304 have
been added to system 200. As noted above, lack of adherence
to medication regimens results in poor outcomes for patients
and increased costs. These increased costs are borne by the
patient, for example, patient 304 and the payer, for example
payer 302. Payer 302 can be a private health care insurance
provider or a government administrated program such as
Medicare or Medicaid. Advantageously, system 200 enables
better adherence to medication regimens, which in turn
improves outcomes and reduces costs for patient 304 and
reduces costs for payer 302.

The discussions above and below directed to information
106, medications 112, and compartments 120A are appli-
cable to information 146, medications 152, and compart-
ments 120B. It also should be understood that apparatus 100
is not limited to the two sets of prescription information,
medications, and compartments described above, and that
other numbers of sets of prescription information, medica-
tions, and compartments are possible. It also should be under-
stood that although sets of prescription information, medica-
tions, and compartments described above, the descriptions
above are applicable to a single sets of prescription informa-
tion, medications, and compartments.

FIG. 6 is a schematic exploded representation of an
example of the apparatus in FIG. 1.

FIG. 7 is a schematic cross-sectional view of the example
apparatus in FIG. 6. The following should be viewed in light
of FIGS. 1 through 7. In an example embodiment, cassette
104 includes body 177 with rigid outer cylindrical wall 178,
central axis 180, radial walls 182 separating the compart-
ments. However, it should be understood that other shapes
and configurations are possible for cassette 104. Cassette 104
can be a one piece plastic molding and can either be transpar-
ent or opaque. In the example of FIGS. 2 and 3, eight com-
partments are shown; however, it should be understood that
cassette 104 is not limited to any particular number of com-
partments and that other numbers of compartments are pos-
sible. In an example embodiment, cassette 104 includes 30
compartments to enable extractions of medications (four
compartments daily) for up to one week leaving one or more
reserve compartments. Outside diameter 184 can be selected
according to the configuration and size of element 102 or as
needed to provide the desired number and size of compart-



US 9,278,053 B2

9

ments 120. For example, a range of 6 to 8 inches for 184
enables sufficient capacity per compartment to store multiple
pills and capsules.

In an example embodiment, port 126 is an opening in lid
186 of the cassette. The lid is attached to the body and is
rotatable about central axis 180 using actuator 188, which can
be any actuator known in the art. The lid also can be a molded
plastic part and port 126 an aperture corresponding to the size
and shape of one compartment 120. Thus, when lid 186 is
rotated to align port/aperture 126 with a compartment, all the
pills in the compartment fall out of the compartment by gravi-
tational force into dispensing port 190. Cassette 104 can be
shipped so that port/aperture 126 is locked into position cor-
responding to an empty reserve compartment, for example by
anti-rotation feature 192. When the cassette is installed in
dispensing device 102 and has been confirmed as being a
correct cassette, the locking of the lid is removed and at the
appropriate time, actuator 188 rotates the lid to align with the
appropriate compartment 120.

In an example embodiment, dispenser 102 includes lid
drive gear shaft 194, lid 186 includes hub 196, and body 177
includes hub 198. Hubs 196 and 198 enable relative rotation
of the lid and body 177.

The following provides further detail regarding apparatus
100, system 200, and flow chart 300. Advantageously, service
entity 204 and computer 202 are able to integrate and syn-
chronize various prescriptions for a patient. For example, the
prescriptions may originate from different health care provid-
ers who may not be in communication with each other or even
aware that other medications being prescribed by other health
care providers. For example, computer 202 receives prescrip-
tions 224 and 230 and sends the prescriptions to the pharmacy
entity for fulfillment. Thus, all the prescriptions for the patient
are integrated by computer 202. Pharmacy entity 214 is able
to preload cassette 104 with the respective dosages of the
medications included in prescriptions 224 and 230 and
deliver the preloaded cassette according to a schedule that can
be established and adjusted as needed by the patient. Pre-
loaded cassette 104 also can be picked up at a location for the
pharmacy entity.

Advantageously, the preloading of the cassette eliminates
the problems noted above regarding incorrect loading of a
dispenser due to the patient or other person manually loading
medications into a dispenser. Further, sealing the compart-
ments in cassette 104 makes the cassette child-proof and
reduces the possibility of the patient or other person accessing
the compartments and possibly removing or adding medica-
tions such that the medications in the compartment are no
longer in compliance with the medication regimen for the
patient. Dispensing element 102 extracts pills from the appro-
priate compartment at the appropriate time.

Apparatus 100, for example, cassette 104 and/or computer
170 provide embedded intelligence. For example, identifica-
tion element 128 can include a unique bar code identifier,
such as a quick response code, radio frequency identification,
a near field communication (NFC) tag or any similar device
known in the art. Apparatus 100 is locally or remotely pro-
grammable to access and recognize element 128 as noted
above. Thus, element 102 can determine whether a particular
cassette has been installed into the correct dispenser and
contains the correct medications. As noted above, when an
incorrect cassette is detected, dispenser element 102, for
example, computer 170, transmits alarm signal 132 and
implements sensory alarm signal 136. Entity 202 and/or
monitoring service 134 can notify the patient, a caregiver for
the patient, and/or the pharmacy entity to rectify the situation.
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Also as noted above, element 102 can block extraction of
medications from an incorrect cassette.

Advantageously, apparatus 100 provides an intuitive inter-
face for the patient. For example, apparatus 100 can include
user interface 190 including a touch screen able to implement
enable typical computer interface functions, speech synthe-
sis, and speech recognition. In an example embodiment,
apparatus 100 provides a communication link between a
patient and a remote caregiver or monitoring service 134.

As noted above, blister pack configurations may not be
ergonomically optimal for patient use. Advantageously,
apparatus 100 does not require the patient or caregiver to read
labels and manipulate a blister pack. Instead, pills, such as
pills 122 and 162, are dropped into a cup or other container
that is easily accessed by the patient or caregiver.

Communication among apparatus 100 and entities 204,
214, and 222/228 can be by any means known in the art
including hardwired communications or radio-frequency
communications.

To enhance medication adherence, element 102 reliably
indexes cassette 104 to the appropriate compartment 120 at
the appropriate time and dispenses the appropriate medica-
tion at the appropriate dosages. Apparatus 100 communicates
faults or anomalies back to monitoring service 134, the
patient, and/or a caregiver. The faults or anomalies include,
but are not limited to:

1. Incorrect cassette: information 130 for the cassette does
not match prescription information 106—transmit
alarm signal 132 to monitoring service 134/caregiver/
patient.

2. Scheduled dosage not in compliance with medication
regimen due to a dosage being extracted at a time other
than the scheduled time according to information 106 or
due to extraction of an as-needed medication—transmit
message 144 to monitoring service 134/caregiver/pa-
tient.

3. Cassette 104 has not been installed in dispensing ele-
ment 102 by point in time 166—transmit warning signal
168 to monitoring service 134/caregiver.

4. Medication has been extracted by but not removed from
the dispensing device—transmit signal 169 to monitor-
ing service 134/caregiver/patient.

Advantageously, apparatus 100 provides the patient and/or
caregiver flexible exception handling in the event normal
routines do not apply. For example, a ‘pre-dispense’ or ‘post-
dispense’ function can be enabled to dispense one or more
doses early or late if the patient plans to be unavailable at the
scheduled dosage time. In an example embodiment, input 140
can be used to signal exception handling and time interval 142
can be used to provide the time before or after the scheduled
dosage for the exception handling.

In an example embodiment, user interface 190 provides a
prompt to remove an empty cassette and install a new/full
one. In an example embodiment, cassette 104 is loaded so that
1id 186 and port 126 are facing downward. The portis located
above a user access point for dispensed medications. Actuator
188 rotates lid 186 or body 177 to unlock the cassette. In an
example embodiment, actuator 188 rotates body 177 to move
the next compartment 120 in line with port 126. In an example
embodiment, actuator 188 rotates lid 186 to move the next
compartment 120 in line with port 126. Thus, pills from
successive compartments fall out as they are aligned with the
aperture.

Intheexample of FIGS. 4 and 5, service entity 204 receives
annuity streams from both apparatus 100 and from the medi-
cation packaging and delivery performed by entity 214. For
example, payer 302 could sponsor the process shown in
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FIGS. 4 and 5. Another potential sponsor may be a hospital or
other entity providing health care services. For example, to
lower re-admittance rates (increase medication adherence),
discharged patients can be provided apparatus 100 and the
service depicted in FIGS. 4 and 5.

From an environment perspective, cassettes 104 can be
reusable, eliminating or reducing packaging waste streams.
From a security perspective, cassette-based distribution pro-
vides versatility in tracking of medications, particularly any
narcotic or controlled substances. For example, each cassette
can easily be provided with its own passive or active identi-
fier.

It will be appreciated that various of the above-disclosed
and other features and functions, or alternatives thereof, may
be desirably combined into many other different systems or
applications. Various presently unforeseen or unanticipated
alternatives, modifications, variations, or improvements
therein may be subsequently made by those skilled in the art
which are also intended to be encompassed by the following
claims.

What is claimed is:

1. An apparatus for dispensing medications, comprising:

a dispensing device configured to store first prescription

information including: an identification of each first
medication included in a first plurality of medications; a
respective dosage for said each first medication; and a
first plurality of time spans, including first respective
points in time, for dispensing the first plurality of medi-
cations; and,

a cassette:

installed in the dispensing device;

including a first plurality of sealed compartments, each
first compartment in the first plurality of sealed com-
partments storing at least one first respective pill for
each medication in a second plurality of medications;
and,

including an identification element storing second pre-
scription information regarding the second plurality
of medications; and,

at least one dispensing port, wherein:

the dispensing device is configured to:

compare the first and second prescription information to
determine if the second plurality of medications is in
compliance with the first prescription information;
and,

within each first time span in the first plurality of time
spans and when the second plurality of medications is
in compliance with the first prescription information:

access said each first compartment via the at least one
dispensing port; and,

extract every at least one first pill from said each first
compartment; and,

sealing of the first plurality of sealed compartments pre-

vents access to said each first compartment except
through the at least one dispensing port.

2. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein:

the dispensing device is configured to:

determine, using the first and second prescription infor-
mation, whether the second plurality of medications
is the same as the first plurality of medications; and,
within said each first time span in the first plurality of
time spans, and when the second plurality of medica-
tions is the same as the first plurality of medications:
access said each first compartment via the at least one
dispensing port; and,
extract the every at least one first pill from said each
first compartment.
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3. The apparatus of claim 2, wherein when the dispensing
device determines that the second plurality of medications is
not the same as the first plurality of medications or is not in
compliance with the first prescription information, the dis-
penser is configured to:

block extraction of the at least one first pill from the first

compartment;

transmit an alarm signal; and,

implement a sensory alarm signal.

4. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein:

the first prescription information includes instructions to

extract the every at least one first pill from a second
compartment in the first plurality of sealed compart-
ments within a second time span in the first plurality of
time spans; and,

the dispensing device is configured to:

receive an input; and,
in response to the input:
abort, within the second time span, dispensing of the
every at least one first pill from the second com-
partment; and,
extract the every at least one first pill from the second
compartment prior to or after the second time span.

5. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the dispensing device
includes:

a memory element configured to store computer readable

instructions and the first prescription information; and,

a processor configured to execute the computer readable

instructions to, within each first time span in the first

plurality of time spans, and when the second plurality of

medications is in compliance with the first prescription

information:

access using the dispenser, said each first compartment
via the at least one dispensing port; and,

extract, using the dispenser, every at least one first pill
from said each first compartment.

6. A method for dispensing medications, comprising:

storing in a dispensing device first prescription information

including: a respective identification of each first medi-
cation included in a first plurality of medications;
respective dosages for said each first medication; and
first plurality of time spans, including first respective
points in time, for dispensing the first plurality of medi-
cations;

placing, in each first compartment in a first plurality of

compartments for a cassette, at least one first respective
pill for each medication in a second plurality of medi-
cations;

storing, in an identification element affixed to the cassette,

second prescription information regarding the second
plurality of medications;

sealing the first plurality of compartments;

blocking access to said each first compartment except

through at least one dispensing port;

installing the cassette in the dispensing device;

comparing, using the cassette, the first and second pre-

scription information to determine if the second plural-
ity of medications is in compliance with the first pre-
scription information;

within each first time span in the first plurality of time spans

and when the second plurality of medications is in com-

pliance with the first prescription information:

accessing, using the dispensing device, said each first
compartment via the at least one dispensing port; and,

extracting, using the dispensing device, every at least
one first pill from said each first compartment.
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7. The method of claim 6, further comprising:

determining, using the dispensing device and the first and
second prescription information, whether the second
plurality of medications is the same as the first plurality
of medication; and,

within said each first time span in the first plurality of time
spans, and when the second plurality of medications is
the same as the first plurality of medications:
accessing, using the dispensing device, said each first

compartment via the at least one dispensing port; and,
extracting, using the dispensing device, every at least
one first pill from said each first compartment.

8. The method of claim 7, further comprising:

determining, using the dispensing device and the first and
second prescription information, that the second plural-
ity of medications is not the same as the first plurality of
medications or is not in compliance with the first pre-
scription information;

blocking, using the dispensing device, extraction of the at
least one first pill from the first compartment;

transmitting, using the dispensing device, an alarm signal;
and,

implementing, using the dispensing device a sensory alarm
signal.

9. The method of claim 6, wherein the first prescription
information includes instructions to extract the every at least
one first pill from a second compartment in the first plurality
of sealed compartments within a second time span in the first
plurality of time spans, the method further comprising:

receiving an input using the dispensing device; and,
for the second compartment and in response to the input:
aborting, using the dispensing device and at the second
point in time, extraction of the every at least one first
pill within the second time span; and,

extracting, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill from the second compartment prior to or
after the second time span.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the input includes a
time interval, the method further comprising:

extracting, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill in the second compartment prior, by the
time interval, to the second time span; or,

extracting, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill in the second compartment after, by the time
interval, the second time span.

11. The method of claim 6, further comprising:

storing, in a memory element in the dispensing device,
computer readable instructions and the first prescription
instructions; and,

executing, using a processor in the dispensing device, the
computer readable instructions to, within said each first
time span in the first plurality of time spans and when the
second plurality of medications is in compliance with
the first prescription information:
access, using the dispensing device, said each first com-

partment via the at least one dispensing port; and,
extract, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill from said each first compartment.

12. A computer-based system for dispensing medications,
comprising:

a first computer, operated by or for a service entity, includ-
ing a first processor and a first memory element config-
ured to store first computer readable instructions;

a second computer, operated by or for a pharmacy entity
separate from the service entity, including a second pro-
cessor and a second memory element configured to store
second computer readable instructions; and,
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a dispensing apparatus remotely located from the service
entity and the pharmacy entity and including a dispens-
ing device including a third computer with a third pro-
cessor and a third memory element configured to store
third computer readable instructions, wherein:
the first processor is configured to execute the first com-

puter readable instructions to:
receive, from at least one first health care provider, a
first plurality of prescriptions for a first plurality of
medications, each prescription in the first plurality
of prescriptions including: an identification of a
first respective medication; a respective dosage for
the first respective medication; and a first plurality
of time spans, including first respective points in
time, for dispensing the first plurality of medica-
tions; and,
transmit to the second computer:
the first plurality of prescriptions; and,
instructions to place in each first compartment of a
first plurality of compartments for a cassette,
installable in the dispensing device, the first plu-
rality of medications;
the dispensing apparatus includes:
the cassette;
installed in the dispensing device, with the at least
one first respective pill for each second medica-
tion included in a second plurality of medica-
tions; and,
including an identification element configured to
store information regarding the second plurality
of medications;
at least one dispensing port;
the cassette is sealed to block access to said each first
compartment except through the at least one dispens-
ing port; and,
the third processor is configured to execute the third
computer readable instructions to:
receive the first plurality of prescriptions;
compare the first plurality of prescription information
and the information regarding the second plurality
of medications to determine if the second plurality
of medications is in compliance with the first pre-
scription information; and,
within each first time span in the first plurality of time
spans, and when the second plurality of medica-
tions is in compliance with the first plurality of
prescriptions:
access, using the dispensing device, said each first
compartment viathe at least one dispensing port;
and,
extract, using the dispensing device, every at least
one first pill from said each first compartment.
13. The computer-based system of claim 12, wherein the
first computer is configured to transmit the first plurality of
prescriptions to the third computer.
14. The computer-based system of claim 12, wherein:
the third processor is configured to execute the third com-
puter readable instructions to:
determine, using the first plurality of prescriptions and
the information, whether the second plurality of
medications is the same as the first plurality of medi-
cations; and,

within said each first time span in the first plurality of
time spans, and when the second plurality of medica-
tions is the same as the first plurality of medications:
access said each first compartment via the at least one

dispensing port; and,
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extract the every at least one first pill from said each
first compartment.

15. The computer-based system of claim 12, wherein:

the cassette includes an identification element storing

information regarding the second plurality of medica-
tions; and,

the third processor is configured to execute the third com-

puter readable instructions to:

determine, using the first plurality of prescriptions and
the information, that the second plurality of medica-
tions is not the same as the first plurality of medica-
tions or is not in compliance with the first plurality of
prescriptions;

block extraction, using the dispensing element, of the at
least one first pill from the first compartment;

transmit an alarm signal; and,

implement a sensory alarm signal.

16. The computer-based system of claim 12, wherein the at
least one first health care provider includes a plurality of
health care providers.

17. The computer-based system of claim 12, wherein:

the first plurality of prescriptions includes instructions to

extract the every at least one first pill from a second
compartment in the first plurality of sealed compart-
ments within a second time span in the first plurality of
time spans; and,

the dispensing device is configured to:

receive an input; and,
in response to the input:
abort, within the second time span, dispensing of the
every at least one first pill from the second com-
partment; and,
extract the every at least one first pill from the second
compartment prior to or after the second time span.

18. The computer-based system of claim 17, wherein:

the input includes a time interval; and,

the third processor is configured to execute the third com-

puter readable instructions to:

extract, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill in the second compartment prior, by the
time interval, to the second time span; or,

extract, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill in the second compartment after, by the
time interval, the second time span.

19. The computer-based system of claim 12, wherein the
first computer is configured to transmit the information
regarding the second plurality of medications to the third
computer.

20. A computer-based method for dispensing medications,
comprising:

storing, in a first memory element of a first computer,

operated by or for a service entity, first computer read-
able instructions;

executing, using a first processor the first computer read-

able instructions to:

receive, from at least one first health care provider, a first
plurality of prescriptions for a first plurality of medi-
cations, each prescription in the first plurality of pre-
scriptions including: an identification of a first respec-
tive medication included in the first plurality of
medications; a respective dosage for the first respec-
tive medication; and a first plurality of time spans,
including first respective points in time, for dispens-
ing the first respective medication; and,

transmit to a second computer, operated for or by a
pharmacy entity separate from the service entity:
the first plurality of prescriptions; and,
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instructions to place in each first compartment of a
first plurality of compartments for a cassette,
installable in the dispensing device, the first plural-
ity of medications;

placing, at a facility operated by or for the pharmacy entity,

in each first compartment in a first plurality of compart-
ments for a cassette, at least one first respective pill for
each second medication in a second plurality of medi-
cations;

storing, in an identification element affixed to the cassette,

information regarding the second plurality of medica-
tions;
sealing the cassette to block access to said each first com-
partment except through at least one dispensing port;

installing, in a dispensing apparatus including a third com-
puter with a third processor and third memory element,
the cassette, with the at least one first respective pill for
each second medication present in said each first com-
partment;

storing third computer readable instructions in the third

memory element;

executing, using the third processor, the third computer

readable instructions to:
receive the first plurality of prescriptions;
compare the first plurality of prescription information
and the information regarding the second plurality of
medications to determine if the second plurality of
medications is in compliance with the first prescrip-
tion information; and,
within each first time span in the first plurality of time
spans, and when the second plurality of medications is
in compliance with the first plurality of prescriptions:
access, using a dispensing device included in the dis-
pensing apparatus, said each first compartment via
the at least one dispensing port; and,

extract, using the dispensing device, every at least one
first pill from said each first compartment.

21. The computer-based method of claim 20, wherein the
first computer is configured to transmit the first plurality of
prescriptions to the third computer.

22. The computer-based method of claim 20, further com-
prising:

executing, using the third processor, the third computer

readable instructions to:

determine, using the first plurality of prescriptions and
the prescription information, whether the second plu-
rality of medications is the same as the first plurality
of medications; and,

at said each first time span in the first plurality of time
spans, and when the second plurality of medications is
the same as the first plurality of medications:

access said each first compartment via the at least one
dispensing port; and,

extract the every at least one first pill from said each
first compartment.

23. The computer-based method of claim 20, further com-
prising:

storing in an identification element affixed to the cassette,

prescription information regarding the second plurality
of medications; and,

executing, using the third processor, the third computer

readable instructions to:

determine, using the first plurality of prescriptions and
the prescription information, that the second plurality
of medications is not the same as the first plurality of
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medications or is not in compliance with the first
plurality of prescriptions;

block extraction, using the dispensing element, of the at
least one first pill from the first compartment;

transmit an alarm signal; and,

implement a sensory alarm signal.

24. The computer-based method of claim 20, wherein the at
least one first health care provider includes a plurality of
health care providers.

25. The computer-based method of claim 20, wherein:

the first plurality of prescriptions includes instructions to

extract the every at least one first pill from a second
compartment in the first plurality of sealed compart-
ments within a second time span in the first plurality of
time spans; and,

the third processor is configured to execute the third com-

puter readable instructions to:

extract, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill from a second compartment in the first
plurality of compartments within a second time span
in the first plurality of time spans;

receive an input; and,
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in response to the input:
abort, within the second time span, dispensing the
every at least one first pill from the second com-
partment; and,
extract the every at least one first pill from the second
compartment prior to or after the second time span.

26. The computer-based method of claim 25, wherein:

the input includes a time interval; and,

the second processor is configured to execute the second

computer readable instructions to:

extract, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill in the first compartment prior, by the time
interval, to the second time span; or,

extract, using the dispensing device, the every at least
one first pill in the first compartment after, by the time
interval, the second time span.

27. The computer-based method of claim 20, wherein the
first computer is configured to transmit the information
regarding the second plurality of medications to the third
computer.



