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On the Teen Scene:
Using Over-the-Counter Medications Wisely

by Judith Levine Willis
Thisarticleis part of a series with important health information for teenagers.

Pharmacy shelves are filled with medicines youlmaywithout a prescription. But teens should berawa
that just because a drug is available over theteo\faften abbreviated OTC), that doesn't meamlsys
free of side effects.

On the contrary, you need to take OTC drugs witlehrthe same caution as drugs prescribed by yododoc
Special care is necessary if you use more thambtieese products at the same time, or if you tak©TC
product while also being treated with a prescrippooduct. And there are some OTC drugs that sintiuie
taken by people with certain medical problems.ogble, you should ask your parent, pharmacist or
physician for advice before taking any OTC produat haven't used before.

Besides getting expert advice, the most importangtyou can do before buying an OTC drug is tal b
label. The name of the product isn't always theesasithe name of the drug it contains, and songupts
contain more than one ingredient. For examplepdymt for coughs and one for colds might each ¢onta
phenylpropanolamine. A person taking both prodatthe same time might get too much of this ingreti
which is also in some OTC diet pills.

Aspirin and Other Fever Reducers

Reading the label becomes especially importantefems when it comes to products containing aspirin
(acetylsalicylic acid) or their chemical cousinther

salicylates, which are used to reduce fever ot treadaches and other pain. Teenagers (as wdiildsen)
should not take products containing aspirin orcgldies when they have chickenpox, flu, or sympttmas
might be the flu (this includes most colds). Cheldiand teenagers who take aspirin and other satisyl
during these illnesses may develop a rare buthifeatening condition called Reye syndrome. (Symgto
usually occur near the end of the original illnasd include severe tiredness, violent headache,
disorientation, belligerence, and excessive vomijin

Acetaminophen (sold under brand names such ad BattiTylenol) can also reduce fever and relieva pa
and has not been associated with Reye syndromeerRkert, though, because fevers in most colds don't
normally go above 100 degrees Fahrenheit and damd&e much discomfort, you usually don't haveke ta
any drug for the fever. If you think you have adcbut your temperature is running higher, consoiliry
doctor because you might have flu or a bacterfaltion.

Sniffle and Cough Combinations
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OTC drugs to relieve stuffy noses often containertban one ingredient. Some of these products are
marketed for allergy relief and others for coldeey¥ usually contain both an antihistamine and alnas
decongestant. The decongestant ingredient unsta$ial passages; antihistamines dry up a runny Bose.
some of these products may also contain aspiratetaminophen, and some contain a decongestast alon
Some of these drugs are "extended-release" or-deotigg" preparations that continue to work fortafd.2
hours. Others are immediate-release products arallyisvork for four to six hours. Again, it's imgant to
read the label--and check with the pharmacist-etsuire you're getting the right product for younpyoms.

Most antihistamines can cause drowsiness, whileyrdanongestants have the opposite effect. Stlhard
to predict whether any one product will make yaeply or keep you awake--or neither--because resctom
drugs can vary from one person to another. Sbéss not to drive or operate machinery until yoa fout
how the drug affects you. In addition, alcohol,a@as and tranquilizers intensify the drowsine$sce of
antihistamines, so it's best not to take themeas#me time unless a doctor tells you to.

Some brand names of products containing both atdimines and decongestants are Allerest, Actifdd an
Dimetapp. Brand names of products that contain antijhistamines include Dimetane, Chlor-Trimetod an
Benadryl.

But you should be aware that closely related prtsdwith similar names may have other
ingredients--pointing up again the importance aflieg the label so you'll know what you're gettiRgr
example, Chlortrimeton Non-Drowsy Decongestant Rimdetapp Decongestant contain decongestants but
no antihistamines, while Actifed Plus, Dimetapp ¢€C&l Flu, and Benadryl Allergy Sinus Headache cantai
antihistamines, decongestants and acetaminophen.

If you decide you want to try to relieve nasal Bhgfss without pills, there are other medicatianghie form
of nasal drops and sprays sold OTC for this purpasevith pills, some of these are long acting (@2
hours) and some are shorter acting. And, as wilh, paost have some side effects. Many of the prtlu
contain a nasal decongestant such as oxymetazwlipleenylephrine. When used for more than thres day
more often than directed by the label, these doogprays can sometimes cause a "rebound” effeathich
the nose gets more stuffy. Other nose drops amyspre formulated with a saline (salt) solutiod ean be
used for dry nose or to relieve clogged nasal jgessa

As you can see, selecting a product to treat &stoke can be tricky. So can choosing a produtett a
cough. In addition to one or more ingredients dpedly for coughs, many cold or cough syrups canthe
same ingredients that are in pills to treat allesg@nd colds. This means that if you're takingassgtophen
pills or cold pills, you'll want to read the lalml consult the pharmacist to make sure that yo@teetting a
double dose of the ingredients by taking a coldaugh syrup.

There are several different types of ingredientsdat coughs, depending on the kind of cough yaueh
Some ingredients make it easier for you to bringhiegm, while others suppress the cough. Befd&iada
any kind of cough medicine, it's a good idea tstfiry drinking plenty of liquids and adding moisduo the
air by using a vaporizer or boiling water. Somesmest doing these things will reduce the coughughadhat
you won't have to take any medicine. If a cougkslasore than a few days, see your doctor.

Diet Pills

FDA recently banned 111 ingredients in OTC weigiritool products because they had not been proven
effective. Among the substances were alcohol, ascacid (vitamin C), caffeine, several forms ofau
guar gum, phenacetin (a pain reliever), sodium,eadt.

Two other ingredients in OTC diet products, benzweand phenylpropanolamine (PPA), are still being
reviewed by FDA. PPA can increase blood pressuskén at too high a dose. In fact, some expein& th
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these products may cause problems for some pebfiie ecommended doses.

Some cold and allergy medicines (both in pills apdips) also contain PPA. Unless you read the digné
labeling carefully when you're taking both cold athet products, you may not realize that you'réiiggtimore
PPA than is safe.

FDA will soon propose labeling for PPA diet produtiat states: "People between 12 and 18 yeargeof a
should not try this product without consulting actbw. Not for use by children under 12 years of'age

Stomach Help

When your stomach gets upset, it's understandahte/ou want the quickest relief possible. But aslthe
problem continues for several days or is severggare usually not necessary.

If you're constipated, drinking more water, gettingre exercise, and eating high-fiber foods, swctats
and vegetables, will often solve the problem.

Though appropriate for some medical conditionsatfiaes can be habit forming and can make constipati
worse when overused. Not having a bowel movemestyaday does not necessarily mean that you're
constipated--for some people it's normal.

If you have diarrhea, it's a good idea to restpeét small amounts of food at a time, and dringpy of
fluids to prevent dehydration. OTC products marttdtestop diarrhea may contain loperamide (Imodium
A-D), or attapulgite (Diasorb, Kaopectate and atheor bismuth subsalicylate (Pepto-Bismol and isthe
Teens should avoid products with bismuth subsateyif they have flu or chickenpox symptoms becadse
the risk of Reye syndrome mentioned earlier.

If you're running a fever above 100 F, or if yopsat stomach symptoms are severe or continue fog mo
than a day or two, consult your doctor, who mapnemend one of the many OTC products available for
these problems.

Rash Action

Because rashes can be caused by so many diffanegs+-including allergies, funguses, and poisonaa
ivy--it's often best to get a doctor's opinion abwhat's causing your rash before treating it.

There are topical OTC products that you apply diydo the skin available specifically to treat pon ivy
and oak. Some of these products contain calamihiehvprotects the skin, and benzocaine, which dhés
pain or itching. Other products contain an antdrishe or hydrocortisone, which relieve itching.
Antihistamine creams, such as Benadryl, and hydtiscme products, such as Cortaid and Caldecant, ca
also be used for rashes from allergies and inseg, tbut you shouldn't use them for more than selags
without seeing a doctor.

Another type of skin problem, pimples or acne, also be treated with topical OTC products. Manthese
lotions (such as Clearasil products and Oxy-5 &40l eontain benzoyl peroxide in strengths of 2,%r5.0
percent. It's best to try the lower dosage levst,fio keep your skin from getting too dry.

FDA has called for more safety studies on benzegbxide because of concern about what happens when
skin treated with it is exposed to the sun. Um#agarch can establish or disprove a possible skicet link

to the use of benzoyl peroxide products, the agptans to require an extra warning and directianshe
labeling:

30of5 12/12/2008 1:35 P



On the Teen Scene: Using Over-the-Counter Medicatiisely http://www.fda.gov/fdac/reprints/ots_otc.h

¢ "When using this product, avoid unnecessary sun&x@ and use sunscreen."

¢ "If going outside, use a sunscreen. Allow [produatne] to dry, then follow directions in the sunscre
labeling. If irritation or sensitivity develops,sdiontinue use of both products and consult a ddctor

Other products (including some Clearasil and Oxydpcts) contain sulfur, sulfur combined with resoog
or salicylic acid. (There is no known associatietmeeen Reye syndrome and the use of topical acripis
containing salicylates.) If your face doesn't clgamwhile using these products, or if your skinsgaterly dry
or breaks out in a rash, contact your doctor.

Expert Advice

These are just a few of the types of products abkalover the counter. Their number and uses can be
confusing to adults and teens alike. Before bugimg product you haven't already used, it's bestdd the
labeling and, if possible, ask the pharmacist Hosvgroduct works and what it should be used fod,Ain
still in doubt, check with your doctor.

Judith Levine Willisis editor of FDA Consumer.

Products Containing Salicylates

The following products don't have aspirin in thaiand names but they contain aspirin or otherdaties
and shouldn't be taken by teens who have symptdifhs ar chickenpox unless told to do so by a docto
(Ingestion of salicylates during these illnessesdases children's and teens' risk of Reye syndjome

o Alka-Seltzer Effervescent Antacid and Pain Religaso the extra-strength version)
e Alka-Seltzer Plus Night-Time Cold Medicine

e Anacin Maximum Strength Analgesic Coated Tablets

Ascriptin A/D Caplets (also the regular and extir@isgth versions)
e BC Powder

e BC Cold Powder Multi-Symptom Formula

e BC Cold Powder Non-Drowsy Formula

e Bayer Children's Cold Tablets

e Bufferin (all formulations)

e Excedrin Extra-Strength Analgesic Tablets and Gaple

e Pepto-Bismol

e Ursinus Inlay-Tabs

Vanquish Analgesic Caplets

In addition, many products to treat arthritis cam@spirin.
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(This list contains many common products, but iglvinclusive. So be sure to read the label before
purchasing any OTC medication.)
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