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Safe OTC Medicine Use, Storage, and Disposal 

Having safe, effective, and affordable options for everyday personal healthcare has 
never been more important.  Over-the-counter (OTC) medicines and devices are the 
first line of defense for relief from a wide variety of symptoms and conditions.  These 
accessible and trusted self-care products provide $146 billion in value to the U.S. 
healthcare system each year by helping consumers to avoid unnecessary doctor visits, 
increase work productivity, and other cost advantages.i   

As American families increasingly turn to self-care for the administration of their own 
personal wellness, the potential for accidental exposure and intentional abuse and 
diversion of medicines also risks increasing.  Therefore, it is critical for consumers 
understand the importance of safe use of medicines for themselves and their families.  

Safe Medicine Use   

Nonprescription medicines help us live happier and healthier lives but taking them the 
wrong way can be dangerous. OTC medicines are intended to be taken without the 
involvement of a healthcare provider, so consumers should always read OTC labels 
which contain important usage and safety information such as active/inactive 
ingredients, warnings, expiration dates, purpose, and directions.  CHPA has developed 
a web site of resources around this topic at www.knowyourotcs.org. 

OTC manufacturers often utilize tamper-evident packaging for their products as well.  
By doing so, they help protect consumers against possible criminal tampering of the 
medicine or device.  It is always important for consumers to inspect the outer packaging 
of OTC products before using them. 

Safe Medicine Storage 

Approximately 50,000 young children are taken to the emergency room each year 
because they get into medicines that are left within reach.  Any medicine can be 
dangerous if taken in the wrong way or by the wrong person.  Consumers should 
always store medicine up and away and out of children’s reach and sight, put medicines 
away after every use, and make sure the safety cap of medication is always locked.   

Up and Away and Out of Sight is an education program designed to remind families 
about the importance of safe medicine storage.  It is an initiative of the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the Consumer Healthcare Products Association 
(CHPA), and several other organizations that focuses on safe medicine storage.  The 
Up and Away and Out of Sight program has a number of free materials and resource 
links available for the public  at:  https://www.upandaway.org/   

Safe Drug Disposal 



When medicines expire or are no longer wanted or needed, they shouldn’t remain in the 
home as they can run the risk of accidental ingestion or intentional diversion from their 
intended use.  The FDA recommends a few options for safely disposing of medication.  
Most consumers today have drug take-back bins available to them free-of-charge at 
local pharmacies and police stations. Consumers can log onto www.MyOldMeds.com, a 
first of its kind, verified drug disposal locator tool launched in early 2020, that directs 
consumers to the closest local drug collection bin from over 12,000 plus year-round 
sites nationwide.  

In addition to the year-round take-back bins in pharmacies, the U.S. Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA) hosts bi-annual “National Prescription Drug Take Back Days” at 
law enforcement departments across the country.  These DEA drive-up medicine 
collection events happen once in April and again in October of every calendar year.  
DEA collects thousands of pounds of medicine every year, transports them to an 
approved incinerator, and disposes of them safely and responsibly. 

Finally, when out-of-home disposal is not an option, the FDA recommends in-home 
disposal in household trash.  To do so, mix medicine with an unappealing substance, 
like kitty litter, in a sealed sandwich bag and discard it.  Consumers should never flush 
medicines down the toilet, unless it is on the FDA’s flush list!  Families should make it a 
habit to clean out medicine cabinets at least twice a year – once in the spring and once 
in the fall.  This will make it far less likely medicine will be accidentally taken or diverted. 

OTC medicines play a critical role in America’s healthcare.  Taking them safely, storing 
them responsibly, and disposing of them appropriately will safeguard against accidental 
poisonings and abuse. 
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