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Problem Statement: Use of over-the-counter (OTC) medications is potentially a serious problem in the developing world. There is a need to study the issue in order to devise interventional strategies.

Objectives: To study the use of OTC medications among patients visiting family physicians at a teaching hospital in Karachi, and to educate the patients during the interview.

Design: A cross-sectional survey.

Settings and Population: At the Family Practice Center of the Aga Khan University, Karachi, a total of 393 patients were surveyed from August to October 2001. A questionnaire was developed and administered to collect information on the demographic profiles of the respondents and their use of over-the-counter medications. 

Intervention: A patient education component to inform patients about the potential adverse consequences of OTC medication use.

Outcome Measures: Number of patients educated about the potential adverse consequences of OTC medications who safely use these medications.

Results: The demographic profiles showed that the respondents were young, well-educated, and of relatively high socioeconomic status. Within the previous six months, 153 (39%) of the 393 respondents had used OTC medications. Analgesics were the most commonly used OTC medications among the respondents. “Cousins/neighbor” was the group most commonly advised to use OTC medications by the respondents. Awareness regarding “misuse/abuse of OTC medications” was found in 167 (42%) of the respondents. Reasons for abuse as quoted by the respondents included: “the need to save money by avoiding doctor’s consultation,” “addiction potential” (of doctor-prescribed medicines), and “easy availability of medications in the open market.” When asked about use of OTC medications in the future, 250 (64%) of the respondents said they would prefer to see a doctor before taking any medicines. 

Conclusions: The study found substantial use of over-the-counter medications. A strong patient education program and governmental legislative control over the sale of OTC medications in the country are recommended.
Study Funding: Not specified
