Overview of OTC Cough and Cold products:

Despite the hundreds and possibly thousands of cough and cold formulations that are available, there are really 5 important types of ingredients to know. They are:

1. Antihistamines

2. Decongestants
3. Analgesics / antipyretics
4. Cough formulations
5. Counter irritants / topical anesthetics
Knowing a few things about each category can assist when reading the labels of over the counter products. This can help consumers decide which ingredients they want (or do not want). The important things to know about each category include:

· The symptoms that each category is useful for

· The side effects each category can cause

· The representative ingredients in each category

· Common labeling terms that signify the presence of certain ingredients within a product

The following table summarizes a few basic points about each category. In addition, a series of handouts have been prepared that describe each of these categories in much greater detail, including specific product names. 

	Category
	Antihistamines
	Decongestants
	Analgesics / antipyretics
	Cough formulations
	Counter irritants / topical anesthetic

	Useful for:
	Runny nose, post nasal drip, allergy symptoms, insomnia
	Nasal or chest congestion, post nasal drip, headaches associated with sinus congestion
	Pain, fever
	To loosen a cough (Expectorant) or suppress a cough (cough suppressant)
	Sore throat, some sinus symptoms

	Side effects:
	Dry mouth, constipation, blurred vision, urinary retention, drowsiness, sedation (and particularly in older individuals: confusion, delirium, “drug induced dementia”)
	Dry mouth, rapid heart rate, elevated blood pressure, anxiety, insomnia, dizziness, urinary retention
	Rare with low-dose short term use. Use with caution if there is underlying high blood pressure, stomach ulcers, bruising, bleeding, kidney or liver disease
	Rare with expectorant, possible stomach upset or nausea. With cough suppressant watch for dizziness, drowsiness, restlessness or upset stomach
	Rare, some patients may be sensitive to tingling or burning, particularly on broken skin or in the eyes (topical formulations)

	Representative ingredient(s):
	Diphenhydramine, chlorpheniramine.
	Pseudoephedrine phenylephrine
	Aspirin, NSAID’s

acetaminophen
	Guaifenesin (expectorant) Dextromethor-phan (cough suppressant)
	Menthol, phenol, eucalyptus, peppermint, benzocaine

	Labeling terms to look for
	“Nighttime formula” “PM” “Allergy”

“HBP”
	“Non-drowsy” “Daytime formula”

“Sinus”

“PE”

“D”
	Aspirin vs “aspirin free”

“Pain”

“Fever”
	Guaifenesin: “Cough” “Tussin”
Dextromethor-phan:

“Cough” “DM” 
	“Soothing vapors”

“Topical Anesthetic”


Neither the tables nor the handouts are all-inclusive, but provide a representative sampling of products from each category and considerations pertinent to each. Please check with a doctor or pharmacist about specific drug interactions or medical conditions before taking any new medication. In addition to this safeguard, there are a few basic safety rules that are recommended with any over the counter cough and cold medication.

· Read the dosage instructions carefully. Do not exceed the recommended dosage on the product labeling without the advice of a physician. Take care to compare ingredients if you are taking more than one cough and cold preparation to insure that you are not duplicating ingredients from the same category. 

· Read the dosing interval instructions carefully – it is not only important to take the right dose, but to take it the proper number times per day (or the proper number of hours apart) – take care especially with formulations labeled as “Extended release” or “Long acting” as opposed to “Immediate release” or “Rapid acting”. Do not crush extended release or long acting formulations, or those that have been “Safety coated” or “Enteric coated”.

· If symptoms do not resolves within a few days or get worse, seek medical attention. This could be a sign that the cold symptoms are due to a bacterial infection rather than a virus. There are also other medical conditions that can present with symptoms that could be mistaken for cough/cold, such as asthma or other lung conditions, heart failure or other heart conditions, or acid reflux disease. Some medications you may be taking can even cause symptoms (like dry cough cause by ACE inhibitors). Therefore long-term symptoms require a physician’s evaluation to insure that they are not caused by a different problem. 

· Use medicine cups or medicine droppers to measure liquid formulations. Kitchen spoons can vary in the volumes they hold and this can affect accurate dosing.

· When treating an older adult:
Older individuals may be more sensitive to medication effects. Therefore, while many of the over the counter cough and cold preparations may be fairly safe in younger adults, older individuals may be more vulnerable to problematic side effects, including cognitive impairment, delirium, worsening kidney function, urinary symptoms, constipation, or exacerbation of medical conditions such as glaucoma, high blood pressure, heart rhythm disturbances, or even falls. 
· When treating a child:
Children’s doses are usually calculated based on body weight (in Kg). If a physician has authorized the use of a cough or cold product in a child, tell your pharmacist what child’s current body weight is so a safe dose can be accurately calculated. 
Watch the mg/volume concentrations in children’s or infants’ formulations very carefully! Infant formulations are actually often more highly concentrated because of the relatively small volume that can be administered orally – overdose is possible if an infant’s formulation is administered to an older child!
· Treat all OTC products as “drugs” even if they do not require a prescription. Make sure your doctor or pharmacist is aware of what you are taking, and report side effects you experience. Even if you don’t think your OTC product is related to your chronic medical condition, knowing this information can help your doctor select the right prescription products for you. Report potential overdoses immediately to 911 or Poison Control.

