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Abstract—Over-the-counter (OTC) drugs are medicines 

you can buy without a doctor’s prescription. People 

often use them to treat small health problems like 

headaches, muscle pain, colds, and allergies. This 

review explains what OTC drugs are, their advantages, 

and their risks. It also looks at how some medicines 

move from being prescription-only to OTC, with 

examples from India and the USA. 

 

OTC drugs save money and time, and they reduce 

pressure on hospitals and doctors so they can focus on 

serious illnesses. But if people use them wrongly—such 

as taking the wrong dose, misusing them, or not 

knowing enough about them—there can be problems 

like side effects, drug resistance, or harmful 

interactions. 

 

The review highlights the need for public awareness and 

proper guidance to make sure OTC drugs are used 

safely. Pharmacists play an important role in 

preventing misuse by counseling patients and spreading 

awareness. They can also limit supply or mark products 

as unavailable when needed to stop abuse. 

 

Keywords—OTC drugs, self-medication, switching 

process, side effects, benefits, public health, 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Over-the-counter (OTC) drugs are medicines that 

people can buy without a doctor’s prescription. They 

are not listed as prescription drugs and are easily 

available in pharmacies and stores. According to the 

FDA, OTC drugs are “medicines that do not require 

a doctor’s prescription and can be bought directly 

from stores.” The National Institute on Drug Abuse 

(NIDA) also defines them as medicines that can be 

sold directly to people without a prescription. 

OTC drugs are considered safe and effective when 

used correctly, and they are mainly used for self-

medication. Self-medication can be helpful for 

patients, healthcare workers, governments, and 

pharmaceutical companies because it saves time, 

reduces costs, and makes treatment more convenient. 

However, if self-medication is not done properly, it 

can also cause harm. 

 

Today, more people around the world prefer self-

medication because it helps them manage minor 

health problems on their own. Easy access to 

information through social media and 

advertisements, along with the convenience of 

visiting a pharmacy instead of a hospital, has 

increased this trend. Common conditions treated with 

OTC drugs include colds, headaches, muscle pain, 

cramps, heartburn, and allergies. 

 

OTC drugs are part of the modern healthcare system, 

which depends on consumer awareness, education, 

and social and economic factors.  

There are two main types of OTC products: 

• OTC medicines – sold only by registered 

pharmacists in pharmacies. 

• OTC general products – sold in any outlet or store. 

Improper use of OTC drugs can lead to problems 

such as allergies, hypersensitivity, and antibiotic 

resistance. Mistakes like not reading labels, ignoring 

expiry dates, taking double doses, or using expired 

products can cause serious side effects. In the past, 

drugs were often sold without prescriptions in bottles, 

sometimes containing harmful substances like 

cocaine, marijuana, or opium, with no information 

given to the user. 
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II. USE OF OVER THE COUNTER MEDICINES 

(OTC): SCENARIO ACROSS DIFFERENT 

COUNTRIES 

 

• USA 

• OTC medicines are sold in pharmacies and 

supermarkets. 

• The FDA makes strict rules to keep them safe. 

• Labels are clear, and people get good information 

before use. 

• India 

• OTC medicines are very easy to buy, even without 

a pharmacist. 

• Many people use them for cost-saving and 

convenience. 

• Misuse is common (wrong dose, antibiotics without 

advice). 

• Government is trying to improve rules and 

awareness. 

• Europe (UK, Germany, France, etc.) 

• OTC medicines are sold mainly in pharmacies. 

• Pharmacists often guide patients before selling. 

• Antibiotics are not allowed as OTC to stop 

resistance. 

• Developing Countries (Africa, parts of Asia) 

• OTC medicines are sold in shops and markets, often 

without guidance. 

• Misuse and expired drugs are common problems. 

• WHO suggests stricter rules and better education. 

 

III. KEY POINTS 

 

• OTC medicines help with small health problems 

like colds, headaches, and allergies. 

• They save time and money but can be risky if 

misused. 

• Countries with strict rules (like USA and Europe) 

have safer use. 

• Countries with weak rules (like India and many 

developing nations) face more misuse. 

• Pharmacists and public awareness are very 

important for safe use. 

 

IV. GROWTH OF OTC DRUGS IN INDIA 

 

India is one of the most populated countries in the 

world, and with such a huge population, visiting a 

doctor for every minor health issue can be a 

challenge. This has led to a steady rise in the use of 

over-the-counter (OTC) medicines. 

 

Why people turn to OTC drugs 

• Many people reuse old prescriptions without 

consulting a doctor again. 

• Busy work schedules make patients avoid doctor 

visits to save time. 

• Doctor consultations can be expensive, so people 

try cheaper alternatives. 

• Some lack trust in doctors or medical professionals. 

• Social advice and misbeliefs often push people 

toward self-medication. 

 

V. BENEFITS OF OTC DRUGS 

 

OTC medicines aren’t just convenient — they also 

play a role in supporting society and healthcare 

systems. 
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• They help treat minor illnesses quickly and at low 

cost. 

• Reduce the burden on hospitals and clinics, 

allowing doctors to focus on serious cases. 

• Pharmacists can guide patients using their expertise. 

• Improve public knowledge about managing small 

health problems. 

• Encourage self-awareness and responsibility for 

personal health. 

 

VI. SIDE EFFECTS OF OTC DRUGS 

 

Despite their benefits, OTC drugs can cause 

problems if misused. 

• Overuse can lead to drug resistance and 

complications. 

• If they don’t work, patients may end up spending 

more later. 

• Misreading or ignoring instructions can cause harm. 

• Risk of drug interactions and adverse reactions. 

• Some OTC drugs can be addictive and misused. 

• Wrong self-diagnosis may delay proper treatment. 

 

VII. WHY SIDE EFFECTS HAPPEN 

 

• Using the wrong medicine or treating symptoms 

incorrectly. 

• Overusing or underusing drugs. 

• Misuse and abuse due to easy availability. 

• Poor or unclear labeling on packaging. 

• Lack of awareness about safe usage. 

• Taking multiple medicines (polypharmacy) without 

knowing the cause of illness. 

 

 

VIII. PRESCRIPTION-TO-OTC SWITCH 

 

Sometimes, drugs that were once available only by 

prescription are later approved as OTC. This process 

is called the Rx-to-OTC switch. 

• Full Switch: The entire drug becomes available 

without prescription. 

• Partial Switch: Only certain uses of the drug are 

OTC, while others remain prescription-only. 

 

Before switching, regulators check: 

1. The drug has high sales and consumer use. 

2. It has been safely marketed for years. 

3. Post-marketing data shows no serious side effects. 

 

🇮🇳 OTC Drugs in India 

In India, the term “OTC” isn’t officially defined 

under the Drugs and Cosmetics Act (1940) or Rules 

(1945). Still, pharmacists often sell these medicines 

without prescriptions. 

 

Key drivers of OTC growth in India: 

• Changing consumer attitudes toward self-

medication. 

• Product modifications and marketing. 

• Pharmaceutical companies shifting focus from 

prescription to OTC drugs. 

 

Categories of OTC products in India: 

• True OTC products: Advertised openly and sold 

freely. 

• Prescription drugs converted to OTC. 

• Prescription drugs purchased OTC (without formal 

approval). 
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IX. ADVERTISING OF OTC MEDICINES IN 

INDIA 

 

In India, there are strict rules about medicine 

advertisements. The Drugs and Magic Remedies Act 

says that companies cannot advertise cures for certain 

diseases, and they must not mislead people about 

what a medicine can really do. 

The Drug Controller General of India (DCGI), along 

with the OPPI, has also made a voluntary code for 

how OTC (over-the-counter) medicines should be 

advertised. 

Even with these rules, many OTC medicines are 

promoted on TV, social media, and other platforms. 

These include: 

• Digestives and antacids 

• Cold rubs, balms, and creams 

• Vitamins, tonics, and herbal supplements 

• Medicated skin treatments 

• Painkillers and cold tablets 

• Antiseptic creams and lotions 

• Glucose powders 

• Cough syrups and throat lozenges 

• Baby gripe water 

• Anti-acne creams 

• NSAIDs (pain relievers) 

• Smoking cessation products 

 

X. COMMON TYPES OF OTC MEDICINES 

 

OTC medicines are those you can buy without a 

doctor’s prescription. Some common ones are: 

• Pain relievers like paracetamol, aspirin, ibuprofen, 

and diclofenac. They help with fever, headaches, 

muscle pain, and arthritis. But they can cause side 

effects like liver damage (paracetamol) or stomach 

ulcers and bleeding (aspirin). 

• Heartburn and indigestion medicines such as 

omeprazole or aluminium hydroxide. They reduce 

acid reflux and ulcers. Side effects can include 

headaches, nausea, vitamin deficiencies, or 

constipation. 

• Laxatives like bisacodyl. These help with 

constipation and bowel preparation before medical 

tests. Overuse can cause cramps, diarrhea, 

dehydration, or imbalance of body salts. 

• Anti-diarrheal medicines like loperamide. They 

slow down the intestines to reduce watery stools. 

Misuse can cause constipation, bloating, or even 

heart problems in overdose. 

• Motion sickness medicines such as dimenhydrinate. 

They prevent nausea and vomiting during travel but 

may cause drowsiness or dry mouth. 

• Nasal sprays/steroids like fluticasone. They help 

with allergies and nasal congestion but can 

sometimes cause nosebleeds or irritation. 

• Cough medicines such as guaifenesin or 

dextromethorphan. They reduce coughing and clear 

mucus. Side effects include dizziness, stomach upset, 

and in cases of misuse, hallucinations. 

• Antihistamines like cetirizine, loratadine, and 

fexofenadine. These are used for allergies and colds. 

They may cause drowsiness or dry mouth. 

 

XI. ROLE OF PHARMACISTS 

 

Pharmacists are often the first people patients talk to 

when buying OTC medicines. They: 

• Help patients choose the right medicine. 

• Explain how to use it safely. 

• Prevent misuse or abuse of OTC drugs. 

To stop abuse, pharmacists may: 

• Refuse to sell certain products. 

• Limit the quantity given. 

• Require a prescription for risky medicines. 

• Counsel patients about safe use. 

• Raise awareness through campaigns and leaflets. 

• Work with doctors or clinics to guide patients who 

misuse medicines. 

 

XII. CONCLUSION 

 

Over-the-counter (OTC) medicines are easy to access 

and very useful for treating common, minor health 

problems. Since they don’t require a doctor’s 

prescription, they provide a convenient and time-

saving option for people who want to manage small 

issues on their own. 

 

However, it’s important for consumers to understand 

the basics of these medicines — such as their active 

ingredients, uses, possible side effects, and the risks 

of overdose or misuse. When taken correctly, OTC 

drugs are generally safe and effective. But if someone 

is unsure about their condition or how to use a 

medicine, they should seek advice from a healthcare 

professional. 

 

Pharmacists play a key role here. They can guide 

patients, explain safe usage, and help prevent misuse 

or abuse. For example, one commonly misused drug 

is dextromethorphan, which can cause hallucinations 

if taken improperly. Pharmacists should counsel 

patients about such risks and encourage responsible 

use. 
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In short, OTC medicines are a helpful tool for self-

care — but only when used wisely. People need 

proper knowledge before using them, and overuse 

should be avoided, especially among children, the 

elderly, or those with other health conditions. 
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