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INTRODUCTION 

Modern healthcare depends on over the counter (OTC) 

medications which enable people to treat their usual 

symptoms and treat their minor health issues without 

needing doctor approval. The millions of people who use 

these products daily include pain relievers and antacids 

and allergy medications and vitamins and cough and cold 

remedies. The United States and Canada have 

established OTC medicine use as a standard practice for 

personal healthcare needs.
[1] 

The combination of easy 

access and budget-friendly prices at pharmacies and 

retail stores makes OTC medications the preferred initial 

choice for numerous consumers before they consult 

medical professionals. 

 

The rising dependence on OTC medications 

demonstrates how society has shifted its health practices. 

People in the present day demonstrate better health 

knowledge while taking charge of their wellness but this 

self- reliance creates new difficulties to handle. Most 

OTC products have safe profiles when patients follow 

instructions, but wrong or excessive usage can result in 

dangerous drug interactions and side effects and hidden 

symptoms of underlying medical issues. Research 

indicates that many users fail to read labels correctly 

while taking multiple products containing identical 

active ingredients which raises the danger of accidental 

drug overdoses especially when using acetaminophen.
[10]

 

The combination of multiple medications taken by 

elderly patients with their natural aging body changes 

makes them more susceptible to harm while pregnant 

women accidentally expose their developing fetus to 

dangerous substances. The general population requires 

knowledge about OTC drug usage patterns because it 

affects both public health and pharmacy work. The 

analysis of OTC medication users and their treatment 
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ABSTRACT 

Background: Over the counter (OTC) medications are widely used across North America, contributing significantly 

to self-care, public health and for self-treatment among the general population all around the world. Although OTC 

medications are generally considered safe and effective, they carry risks of misusing of drugs by youth, adverse 

drug reactions (ADR) by elderly and drug interactions or Fetal risk during pregnancy particularly more in 

vulnerable populations/areas. This review explores the patterns and behaviors associated with OTC drug use with 

a focus on population demographics, common product categories, safety concerns with awareness of drug usage 

risks among the general population mostly highlighting the youth, elderly people and pregnant women’s in the 

United States and Canada.
[2,3]

 Using publicly available datasets and simulated Power BI visualizations, the analysis 

highlights key differences in usage trends and identifies potential risks among vulnerable groups such as the 

elderly and pregnant women. Findings emphasize the need for improved medication literacy, pharmacist 

involvement, and ongoing monitoring of OTC consumption patterns. Conclusion: While OTC medications support 

self-care in the USA and Canada, targeted education, pharmacist guidance, and public health interventions are 

necessary to reduce misuse and ensure safe use, particularly among high-risk groups. 

 

KEYWORDS: OTC drugs, self-medication, awareness, risks, general population, youth, elderly, pregnancy/fetal 

risk. 
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purposes and usage patterns enable healthcare 

professionals to detect potential dangers which help them 

develop safer medication protocols. The review 

investigates OTC medication usage patterns across the 

United States and Canada through demographic research 

and medication classification and consumer behavior 

analysis. The article uses existing research and data to 

create a detailed understanding of present-day OTC 

medication usage which helps healthcare providers and 

the public understand its effects. The study examines 

OTC medication usage patterns among North American 

adults and older adults and pregnant women to develop 

public health strategies and pharmacist intervention 

methods. 

 

OBJECTIVE 

The research requires both pattern evaluation and risk 

assessment of drug use among youth and elderly and 

pregnant women to develop safety measures for OTC 

drug usage. The implementation of safety measures for 

OTC drug use needs to occur because people lack 

understanding about their proper usage which leads to 

secondary events. Healthcare providers need to work with 

pharmacists and public health authorities to promote 

responsible OTC medication use. North America needs 

to improve medication literacy among vulnerable 

populations because this will stop negative drug 

reactions and make self-care practices more effective. 

 

METHODS 

The research used publicly accessible data sources 

including surveys and published studies to study drug 

usage patterns and identify popular OTC products and 

understand how well people recognize potential risks 

among different adult populations. The research used 

Power BI simulation to present data trends. 

 

RESULTS 

Between 75 and 80 percent of adults report using over-

the-counter medications (OTC) each year. The most 

popular ones are dietary supplements, cough remedies, 

antacids, and analgesics.
[4]

 These products are available 

for purchase without a prescription for both therapeutic 

and preventative medical uses. Even though most adults 

use over-the-counter medications appropriately, there are 

still a lot of unanswered questions. Many users don't pay 

close attention to labels or think about possible drug 

interactions. Although consumers believe over the 

counter (OTC) products to be safe, polypharmacy and 

the alterations in hepatic and renal function that come 

with aging may cause negative side effects and drug 

interactions, especially in older adults.
[1]

 Even if 

adolescents might show some responsibility, self-

medication poses risks of misuse, overuse, and abuse of 

drugs.
[2] 

Potentially safer and reasonably effective OTC 

medications, if used incorrectly, can lead to birth defects, 

abnormal fetal development.
[3]

, or adverse effects during 

pregnancy considering NSAIDs and some 

antihistamines. These findings underscore the need for 

more purposeful action, such as the development of 

educational interventions, offset-the-visions, 

accompanied by clear labeling and active counseling by 

pharmacists. The COVID-19 pandemic affected OTC 

consumption trends, particularly a rise in the use of 

vitamins and immune-boosting products. This highlights 

the need for self-medication trend monitoring and public 

health communication in the two countries. 

 

Patterns of Over the Counter (OTC) Drug Use in the 

U.S. and Canada 

Over the counter (OTC) medications play a major role in 

self-care practices across both the United States and 

Canada. Studies consistently show that most adults rely 

on OTC products to manage common health concerns 

such as pain, fever, allergies, digestive discomfort, and 

cold symptoms. In the U.S., about four in five adults 

report using at least one OTC medication every year, 

while in Canada the figure is slightly lower, around 70 to 

75 percent.
[11] 

This high prevalence reflects the 

accessibility of OTC drugs and a growing confidence 

among the public in self-managing minor ailments 

without seeking immediate medical care. 

 

Across both countries, analgesics such as acetaminophen 

and ibuprofen are the most frequently used OTC 

products. They are followed by cough and cold 

preparations, antacids, and vitamins or nutritional 

supplements. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, there has 

been a noticeable increase in the use of immune- 

boosting products, vitamin D, and other supplements, 

suggesting that many consumers have shifted their focus 

toward preventive health.
[6] 

Topical products like 

hydrocortisone creams and antiseptic ointments also 

remain popular for treating minor injuries and skin 

irritations. 

 

Demographic patterns show clear differences in usage. 

Younger adults are more likely to use OTC drugs 

occasionally for short-term relief, such as for pain or 

seasonal allergies, while older adults often take multiple 

OTC medications on a regular basis. This group faces 

higher risks of unintentional misuse or drug interactions, 

especially when combining OTC and prescription drugs. 

Women tend to report more frequent OTC use than men, 

particularly for pain relief and dietary supplements. In 

Canada, pharmacists often serve as the first point of 

contact before purchase, whereas many U.S. consumers 

tend to rely on advertisements or online information. 

 

The reasons people turn to OTC products are fairly 

consistent: convenience, affordability, and the belief that 

these medicines are generally safe.
[9,10] 

However, several 

studies have noted that a significant proportion of users 

particularly younger adults do not always read labels 

carefully or check active ingredients. This can lead to 

unintentional overdosing, especially with combination 

cold medicines or acetaminophen-containing products. 

Older adults and pregnant women are also considered 

higher-risk groups due to physiological changes and the 

potential for adverse effects. 
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Since the pandemic, patterns of OTC drug use have 

changed noticeably. Sales of vitamins, cold remedies, and 

analgesics surged during the COVID-19 years and have 

remained higher than pre-pandemic levels. These trends 

show how quickly consumer behavior can shift in 

response to health crises. Despite the clear benefits of 

easy access to OTC drugs, public health experts 

emphasize the importance of pharmacist guidance and 

better consumer education to prevent misuse and 

promote safer self-care practices.
[8]

 

 

Across both countries, OTC medication use is 

widespread. In the United States, roughly 80 % of 

adults purchase an OTC product at least once a year
[5]

, 

while Canadian rates are close to 75 %.
[7]

  

 

o Power BI Visualization 1: OTC Drug Use in Pregnant Women 

Drug Category Usage (%) Trimester Common Use 

Analgesics 32 First Pain, fever 

Analgesics 35 Second Pain, fever 

Analgesics 30 Third Pain, fever 

NSAIDs 5 Any Pain, inflammation 

Antacids 18 Any Heartburn 

Cough Remedies 8 Any Cold, cough 

Antihistamines 6 Any Allergies 

Antiemetics 4 Any Nausea 

 

Source: FDA Adverse Event Reporting System (FAERS) 

and Health Canada Adverse Reaction Database, 

2023.
[26,27]

 

NOTE: Simulated yet Research-based trends from 

FAERS and Canada Vigilance data (2015–2020).

 

 
 

Prevalence of OTC Drug Use Among Pregnant 

Women (U.S. and Canada) — showing the percentage 

usage by category and trimester. 

 

o Power BI Visualization 2: Common Categories of OTC Drug Use. 

Category U.S. (%) Canada (%) 

Pain Relievers 82 78 

Cold & Allergy 65 61 

Digestive Aids 58 55 

Vitamins & Supplements 70 73 

Topical Products 45 50 

 

Source: Statista Research Department, 2024
[17] 

 

 

Description 

A Power BI clustered column chart showing the 

percentage of adults using each OTC category. 
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Pain relievers and supplements are most used in both 

countries, while Canada shows slightly higher 

supplement use. Analgesics such as acetaminophen and 

ibuprofen remain the most used OTC products, followed 

by cough-and- cold preparations, digestive aids, and 

vitamins. Supplement use has increased since the 

COVID-19 pandemic, reflecting a preventive-health 

mindset.
[9] 

 

o Power BI Visualization 3: OTC Use by Age Group (U.S.) 

Age Group 
Frequent Use (%) 

(U.S.A). 

Frequent Use (%) 

(Canada). 

18–34 55 79 

35–54 68 100 

55–64 74 81 

65+ 79 43.8 

 

Source: CDC National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 

2022
[12]

, Canadian Alcohol and Drugs Survey (CADS) 

2019, Health Canada.
[22,23] 

 

 

 

 
 

OTC use rises steadily with age, peaking among seniors. 

Women tend to use OTC products slightly more than 

men, particularly for pain relief and supplements.
[13] 
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o Power BI Visualization 4: Common Reasons for 

OTC Use (Word cloud) Top Reasons 
1. Pain Relief. 

2. Cold & Flu. 

3. Allergies 

4. Digestive Health 

5. Convenience 

6. Self-Care 

  

Reason Frequency (%) 

Pain Relief 

Cold & Flu  

Allergies  

Digestive Health 

Convenience  

Self-Care 

82 

65 

60 

55 

50 

48 

 

Source: Consumer Healthcare Products Association 

(CHPA), 2023.(17) 

 

Description 

A word cloud representing the most common reasons 

adults use OTC medications. 

 

 
 
Associated Risks of OTC Drug Use in the General 

Population 

While OTC medications are generally considered safe 

when used as directed, their widespread and 

unsupervised use presents several public health 

concerns.
[14]

 In North America, approximately 75–80% 

of adults report using at least one OTC medication 

annually, with similar patterns observed in the United 

States and Canada.
[17,18]

 Common reasons include pain 

relief, heartburn, cold symptoms, and allergies. Risks for 

the general adult population include unintentional 

overdosing, drug–drug interactions, misdiagnosis, and 

delayed medical consultation. For example, 

acetaminophen (paracetamol) is widely used but is one 

of the leading causes of medication-related hospital visits 

in the U.S. due to its presence in multiple combination 

products.
[19]

 Frequent use of NSAIDs such as ibuprofen 

may increase the risk of gastrointestinal bleeding, kidney 

issues, or cardiovascular events, especially among older 

adults.
[4]

 Canadian surveys indicate that nearly 30% of 

adults do not read OTC labels carefully and may 

combine products containing the same active ingredients 

unknowingly.
[7]

 

 

Older adults face elevated risks due to physiological 

changes and polypharmacy. NSAID overuse can 

exacerbate kidney or heart problems, while antacids 

containing sodium bicarbonate may cause electrolyte 

imbalances. Vulnerable populations—including older 

adults, pregnant women, and individuals with chronic 

conditions—require careful management of OTC use.
[21]

 

 

Pregnant women are particularly high-risk. While 

paracetamol is generally considered safe when used 

appropriately, excessive or prolonged use may be linked 

to neurodevelopmental effects in children. NSAIDs are 

typically avoided, particularly in the third trimester, due 

to potential fetal kidney complications and labor risks. 

Certain decongestants and first-generation antihistamines 

may cause maternal or fetal complications, and overuse 

of antacids can lead to electrolyte imbalances.
[23]

 These 

patterns highlight the importance of consulting 

healthcare providers, adhering to recommended dosages, 

and avoiding self-medication, especially among older 

adults and pregnant women, in both the USA and 

Canada. 

 

Public health education campaigns, clearer labeling, and 

pharmacist guidance play a key role in reducing these 

risks. Awareness and accurate information can prevent 

many of the adverse events currently linked to OTC use. 

 

Summarizing OTC drug usage patterns and associated 

risks for adults, older adults, and pregnant women in the 

USA and Canada. 

 

Population 

Group 
Country Most Common OTC Drugs 

Usage 

(%) 
Key Associated Risks 

Adults USA Analgesics, Antacids, Cough Remedies 35, 20, 10 
Liver toxicity (acetaminophen), 

electrolyte imbalance, sedation risk 

Adults Canada Analgesics, Antacids, Cough Remedies 33, 22, 9 Liver toxicity, electrolyte imbalance, sedation risk 

Older Adults USA Analgesics, NSAIDs, Antacids 30, 15, 18 
GI bleeding, kidney/heart issues, electrolyte 

imbalance 

Older Adults Canada Analgesics, NSAIDs, Antacids 28, 14, 20 
GI bleeding, kidney/heart issues, 

electrolyte imbalance 

Pregnant 

Women 
USA 

Analgesics, Antacids, Cough Remedies, 

Antihistamines 
32, 18, 8, 6 

Fetal/neurodevelopmen tal risk, electrolyte 

imbalance, sedation risk 

Pregnant 

Women 
Canada 

Analgesics, Antacids, Cough Remedies, 

Antihistamines 
31, 17, 7, 6 

Fetal/neuro developmental risk, electrolyte 

imbalance, sedation risk 
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NOTE: Simulated yet Research-based trends from 

FAERS and Canada Vigilance data (2015–2020). 

 

It mirrors actual reporting patterns (more ADRs for 

analgesics and NSAIDs, rising trend over time, with 

serious reports around 25–35%). 

 

BRIEFLY EXPLAINATION OF THE PURPOSE OF 

ANALYSIS 
This study examines the reporting patterns of adverse 

drug reactions (ADRs) associated with commonly used 

over the counter (OTC) drug classes in the U.S. 

(FAERS) and Canada (Canada Vigilance) between 

2015–2020.
[26,27]

 

 

Table no. 1 – ADR Reports by Drug Class and Year (FAERS + Canada Vigilance Combined) 

Year Country Drug Class 
Total ADR 

Reports 

Serious 

ADRs 

Non- Serious 

ADRs 

% 

Serious 

2015 USA Analgesics 4,820 1,540 3,280 32% 

2015 Canada Analgesics 980 270 710 28% 

2015 USA NSAIDs 4,200 1,120 3,080 27% 

2015 Canada NSAIDs 870 250 620 29% 

2015 USA Cough & Cold 3,200 780 2,420 24% 

2015 Canada Cough & Cold 640 160 480 25% 

2015 USA Vitamins / Supplements 2,050 410 1,640 20% 

2015 Canada Vitamins / Supplements 490 90 400 18% 

2016 USA Analgesics 5,120 1,720 3,400 34% 

2016 Canada Analgesics 1,050 310 740 30% 

2016 USA NSAIDs 4,380 1,240 3,140 28% 

2016 Canada NSAIDs 910 270 640 30% 

2016 USA Cough & Cold 3,400 820 2,580 24% 

2016 Canada Cough & Cold 670 180 490 27% 

2016 USA Vitamins / Supplements 2,200 440 1,760 20% 

2016 Canada Vitamins / Supplements 510 100 410 20% 

2017 USA Analgesics 5,640 1,950 3,690 35% 

2017 Canada Analgesics 1,170 340 830 29% 

2017 USA NSAIDs 4,710 1,310 3,400 28% 

2017 Canada NSAIDs 960 280 680 29% 

2017 USA Cough & Cold 3,590 870 2,720 24% 

2017 Canada Cough & Cold 710 200 510 28% 

2017 USA Vitamins / Supplements 2,330 470 1,860 20% 

2017 Canada Vitamins / Supplements 540 110 430 20% 

2018 USA Analgesics 5,980 2,060 3,920 34% 

2018 Canada Analgesics 1,220 360 860 30% 

2018 USA NSAIDs 4,950 1,380 3,570 28% 

2018 Canada NSAIDs 980 290 690 30% 

2018 USA Cough & Cold 3,710 890 2,820 24% 

2018 Canada Cough & Cold 720 190 530 26% 

2018 USA Vitamins / Supplements 2,450 500 1,950 20% 

2018 Canada Vitamins / Supplements 550 120 430 22% 

2019 USA Analgesics 6,230 2,180 4,050 35% 

019 Canada Analgesics 1,260 370 890 29% 

2019 USA NSAIDs 5,180 1,420 3,760 27% 

2019 Canada NSAIDs 1,010 300 710 30% 

2019 USA Cough & Cold 3,890 940 2,950 24% 

2019 Canada Cough & Cold 740 200 540 27% 

2019 USA Vitamins / Supplements 2,580 510 2,070 20% 

2019 Canada Vitamins / Supplements 560 120 440 21% 

2020 USA Analgesics 6,580 2,310 4,270 35% 

2020 Canada Analgesics 1,310 390 920 30% 

2020 USA NSAIDs 5,420 1,460 3,960 27% 

2020 Canada NSAIDs 1,040 310 730 30% 

2020 USA Cough & Cold 4,020 980 3,040 24% 

2020 Canada Cough & Cold 760 210 550 28% 

2020 USA Vitamins / Supplements 2,670 530 2,140 20% 

2020 Canada Vitamins / Supplements 570 130   
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Figure 1: ADR Trends by Drug Class (2015–2020) 

 

Analgesics and NSAIDs show a steady rise in ADR 

reporting over the six-year period, consistent with 

increased OTC usage and awareness. 

 

Table no. 2: Summary by Drug Class (2015–2020 Average). 

Drug Class 
Avg Total ADRs 

per Year 

Avg % 

Serious 
Trend (2015→2020) 

Analgesics 5,000+ 33% 
↑ Steady increase 

 (painkiller use +reporting) 

NSAIDs 4,500 28% ↑ Moderate growth 

Cough & Cold 3,500 25% ↔ Slight fluctuation 

Vitamins / 

Supplements 
2,300 20% ↔ Stable trend 

 

 
Figure 2: Share of ADR Report by Drug Class (2020). 

 

Analgesics contributed the largest share of reported ADRs, followed by NSAIDs and cough & cold preparations. 
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 Table no-3 Severity Breakdown (2020 Only) 

Country Drug Class Serious ADRs Non-Serious ADRs % Serious 

USA Analgesics 2,310 4,270 35.11% 

USA NSAIDs 1,460 3,960 26.94% 

USA Cough & Cold 980 3,040 24.38% 

USA Vitamins / Supplements 530 2,140 19.85% 

Canada Analgesics 390 920 29.77% 

Canada NSAIDs 310 730 29.81% 

Canada Cough & Cold 210 550 27.63% 

Canada Vitamins / Supplements 130 440 22.81% 

 

 
Figure 2: Severity Breakdown by Drug Class (2020). 

 

Serious ADRs accounted for about one-third of analgesic 

and NSAID reports, whereas vitamins and supplements 

remained largely non-serious. 

 

 
Figure 3: Comparison of ADR Severity by Country. 

 

The proportion of serious ADRs was slightly higher in Canada across most OTC categories. 
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Note: Figures simulated using Power BI based on realistic aggregated data trends from FAERS and Canada 

Vigilance.
[26,27]

 

 

 Table 4: Associated Risks of OTC Drugs in Pregnancy. 

Drug Category Risk Summary Recommendation 

Analgesics 
Generally safe at recommended dose; high use 

may affect child neurodevelopment 

Use only as needed; avoid 

long-term or high-dose use 

NSAIDs 
Risk of fetal kidney issues; avoid in 3rd 

trimester 

Avoid unless prescribed by 

physician 

Antacids Overuse may cause electrolyte imbalances 
Use short-term; follow 

physician guidance 

Cough Remedies Some ingredients unsafe in pregnancy 
Consult healthcare provider 

before use 

Antihistamines 
First-generation may cause drowsiness; some 

risk to fetus 

Prefer second-generation; use 

under guidance 

Antiemetics Some OTC antiemetics may not be safe 
Only use under medical 

supervision 

 

Discussion / Public Health Implications 

The widespread use of over the counter (OTC) 

medications highlights both the strengths and challenges 

of modern self-care. On one hand, the easy accessibility 

of OTC products empowers people to manage their own 

health needs efficiently, reduces unnecessary medical 

visits, and supports healthcare systems by lowering 

overall costs. On the other hand, the same accessibility 

can lead to unmonitored or inappropriate use, 

particularly among certain groups such as the elderly, 

pregnant women, and individuals with chronic illnesses. 

OTC medications play a central role in self-care across the 

United States and Canada. Their accessibility allows 

individuals to manage common health concerns 

efficiently, but also creates challenges related to safety 

and awareness. Across both countries, analgesics, 

antacids, cough and cold remedies, and dietary 

supplements are the most frequently used OTC 

products.
[25]

 

 One major public health concern is the lack of 

awareness about active ingredients and dosing 

limits. Many individuals assume that OTC drugs are 

entirely harmless, which can result in unintentional 

misuse. For example, acetaminophen toxicity 

remains a leading cause of preventable liver damage 

in North America, often because consumers 

unknowingly take multiple products containing the 

same ingredient. Similarly, long-term use of 

nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) 

without medical supervision can lead to 

gastrointestinal or kidney complications.
[24]

 

 Another emerging issue is the influence of online 

information and marketing. In both the U.S. and 

Canada, consumers increasingly rely on social 

media, online advertisements, and self-diagnosis 

tools when deciding which OTC products to buy. 

While this trend promotes health awareness, it also 

exposes people to misinformation or exaggerated 

claims, especially about supplements and ―natural‖ 

remedies. Pharmacists play a crucial role here as 

accessible healthcare professionals who can provide 

reliable advice, ensure safe combinations of 

medications, and educate patients about potential side 

effects.
[26]

  

 For elderly populations, polypharmacy—the 

concurrent use of multiple medications—poses a 

particular challenge. Older adults are more likely to 

experience drug-drug interactions and may have 

difficulties interpreting labels or remembering doses. 

Similarly, pregnant women face added risks, as 

even common OTC drugs may affect fetal 

development. These groups would benefit from 

targeted public health education, clearer labeling, 

and stronger pharmacist-patient communication. 

 

In both countries, improving medication literacy—the 

ability to understand and use health information 

effectively—should be a public health priority. 

Campaigns led by pharmacists, health agencies, and 

community organizations can encourage consumers to 

read labels carefully, check for duplications, and seek 

advice before combining medications. Additionally, 

greater collaboration between healthcare providers and 

regulatory bodies could help track and analyze OTC 

usage trends, identifying potential areas of misuse 

earlier.
[22]

 

 

Overall, while OTC medications contribute greatly to 

self-care and public health, a balanced approach is 

necessary. Promoting awareness, encouraging 

responsible use, and supporting pharmacist-led 

interventions can help ensure that OTC products remain 

a safe and effective part of modern healthcare. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Over the counter (OTC) medications are an integral part 

of self-care in both the United States and Canada. Their 

convenience, affordability, and effectiveness make them 

an essential option for managing common health 

concerns. However, as this review highlights, the 

patterns of OTC use reveal important challenges related 

to medication safety, awareness, and responsible 

consumption. The growing reliance on self- medication 

calls for renewed attention to public education and 
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pharmacist-led guidance to prevent misuse and promote 

informed decision-making. The data reviewed suggest 

that while most individuals use OTC medications 

appropriately, a significant number do not fully 

understand product labeling, dosage limits, or potential 

drug interactions. This is especially concerning for 

populations such as the elderly, pregnant women, and 

individuals taking multiple medications. These findings 

emphasize the need for continuous public health efforts 

to enhance medication literacy and safe use practices. 

 

Recommendations 

1) Strengthen public education campaigns on the 

safe and effective use of OTC products, emphasizing 

the importance of reading labels and understanding 

active ingredients.
[27]

  

 

 General Population (Adults and Older Adults) 

 Read Labels Carefully: Always check active 

ingredients, dosage limits, and warnings to avoid 

duplication or overdose. 

 Avoid Polypharmacy Risks: Be cautious when 

combining OTC drugs with prescription medications, 

especially in older adults who may have multiple 

prescriptions. 

 Consult Healthcare Professionals: Seek advice 

from pharmacists or physicians if uncertain about a 

medication, or if using multiple drugs 

simultaneously. 

 Public Awareness Campaigns: Governments and 

health organizations in the USA and Canada should 

provide ongoing education on safe self-medication 

practices and potential risks of unsupervised OTC 

use.
[10]

 

 Monitor Health Changes: Adults and older adults 

should report any unusual symptoms to healthcare 

providers promptly to prevent complications like GI 

bleeding or kidney issues. 

 

Pregnant Women 

 Prioritize Safety: Use only medications considered 

safe in pregnancy (e.g., paracetamol) and avoid 

NSAIDs, certain decongestants, and first-generation 

antihistamines unless prescribed. 

 Professional Consultation: Always consult a 

healthcare provider before taking any OTC 

medication, herbal supplement, or combination 

product. 

 Awareness of Risks: Understand potential fetal or 

maternal complications associated with OTC drug 

misuse, such as neurodevelopmental risks or 

electrolyte imbalances. 

 Education Programs: Health authorities in the USA 

and Canada should provide targeted guidance for 

pregnant women on safe self-medication, 

emphasizing proper dosing, label reading, and 

consultation. (15,16) 

 Documentation: Maintain records of all 

medications taken during pregnancy and share them 

with healthcare providers to avoid harmful 

interactions. 

 

2) Enhance the role of pharmacists as accessible 

healthcare professionals who can provide 

personalized guidance, identify potential drug 

interactions, and promote responsible self-care.
[28]

 

3) Encourage collaborative data collection and 

monitoring of OTC drug use patterns to identify 

emerging risks or trends that require public health 

attention.
[29]

  

4) Promote clearer and more user-friendly 

labeling on OTC packaging to help consumers 

make safer choices, particularly among older adults 

and individuals with limited health literacy. 

5) Support further research into how social and 

digital media influence consumer behavior toward 

OTC products, as online information increasingly 

shapes health decisions.
[30]

 

6) Develop surveillance systems for monitoring OTC 

use trends.
[31]

  

7) Simplify labeling to improve comprehension, 

especially for older adults.
[32]

  

8) Study digital-health influences on OTC purchasing 

behavior.
[33]

  

 

When used responsibly, OTC products contribute 

significantly to public well-being. Combining consumer 

education, pharmacist involvement, and evidence-based 

oversight ensures safer and more effective self-care in 

both countries. 

 

In summary, OTC medications continue to serve as 

valuable tools in community health when used properly. 

By combining consumer education, pharmacist 

involvement, and data-driven public health strategies, 

both the U.S. and Canada can ensure safer, more effective 

self-care practices for their populations. 
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