A “Dose of Reality”

National Survey on OTC Use

When it comes to treating such common ailments as coughs and colds, fever, heartburn and aches and pains, more Americans are using more types of nonprescription, over-the-counter (OTC) medicines than ever before.  An important question for the public health community is, how well do consumers understand and process essential information about OTC products?  Towards this end, the National Council on Patient Information and Education (NCPIE) commissioned a comprehensive survey to track the opinions influencing the self-medicating behaviors of the American public.  Conducted by Harris Interactive, the survey consisted of two complimentary polls: one of 1,011 adult Americans aged 18 and over, conducted between October and November 2001; and the other involving 451 pharmacists, nurses and general practice physicians who were surveyed in November and December 2001.
Key Findings

*Of the respondents who had taken an OTC product in the past six months, 78% had taken one for pain relief.

*Only 34% of respondents who used an OTC product for their headache could correctly identify that product’s active ingredient.

*When purchasing an OTC product, 34% of respondents said they read the product’s active ingredient; 10% said they read about possible side effects; seven percent said they read about possible interactions with other nonprescription medicines; and six percent said they read about possible interactions if taken with alcohol.

*One-third of respondents said they had taken more than the recommended dose of an OTC medicine.  Of that subset, 69% said they had taken more than the recommended number of pills at a single time; 63% said they had taken the next dose sooner than directed on the label; and 44% had taken more than the maximum doses per day as directed on the label.

*Just over one-third of respondents (36%) said they were “extremely” or “very likely” to discuss the use of a non-prescription pain reliever with a health care professional.  This compares with 55% of respondents who said they were “extremely” or “very likely” to discuss with a health care professional the use of an OTC medicine prior to or following surgery; with 48% of respondents who were “extremely” or “very likely” to discuss the use of aspirin for a heart condition; and with 40% who said they would discuss taking more than one OTC product simultaneously.







