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Answers to Common Questions Asked by Reporters & Parents
What is the difference between over-the-counter medications and 
prescription medications?
Over-the-counter medications do not require a doctor’s prescription and can be bought at a wide variety of stores. These types of medications 
include cough and cold medications, pain relievers, and antacids. Prescription medications are prescribed by a doctor and are intended to be used 
by one person. These medications can only be purchased at a pharmacy. Both types of medication can be dangerous to children if not used as 
recommended and should be stored, used, and disposed of properly.

I’m going to use a medication again in a few hours. Why can’t I leave it out?
Children are natural explorers, and pills and liquid medicines can look like candy or juice to a child. Even if your back is turned for just a moment, that 
is enough time for a child to get into a medication if it is within reach. Studies show that in 2 out of 3 medication exposure, the medication was left 
in a place a child could reach it. The best way to prevent poisoning is to put away each medication every time you use it.

What should I do with all of the old medications in my medicine cabinet?
Check with your local waste and recycling programs to see if there is a medication take-back program in your area. Many local law enforcement 
agencies will be participating in National Prescription Drug Take-Back Day on April 26, 2014. You can also check for disposal locations on the U.S. 
Department of Justice’s National Take-Back Initiative website.

If a take-back program is not available, many medications can be safely disposed of at home. First, check the label on the medication container and 
follow any specific instructions for disposal. For medications that do not have disposal instructions, remove them from their original containers and 
place them in a sealable bag. Mix them with an undesirable material, such as used coffee grounds or kitty litter, to discourage children and pets 
from eating them and throw the bag into your household trash. Never flush medication down a sink or toilet unless specifically instructed to do so. If 
you are unsure of how to safely dispose of a medication, contact your local pharmacy.
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All of my medications are stored out of my children’s 
sight and reach. What other types of poisons should I 
look for in my home?
Household cleaners, cosmetics, lawn and garden supplies, automotive supplies, laundry detergent pods, and 
plants all can cause poisoning. Just as you would with medications, store these items out of your child’s reach 
and sight. For especially hazardous chemicals and household products, install a lock on the storage cabinet to 
ensure that your child cannot access them.

Can I use adult medications to treat my child?
Children are not small adults, so you should never assume that adult medication can be used to treat your 
child. Always check the medication instructions or with your doctor first if you are not sure. Be sure the dose of medication you are using is right for your child.
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