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 What You Should Really Know About Them

Years ago,  if you had a headache or sore muscles,  you went to the store for a bottle of aspirin.    Today,  relief from everyday aches and pains,  sports-related injuries, or other conditions means choosing from more than 150 over-the-counter (OTC) medications!   How do you decide which OTC medication is appropriate for your needs?  How do you know that you’ve made the best choice of medication?
Using OTC pain relievers is not as simple or as safe as you may think.   With more of our young athletes also relying on OTC medications today,  it is important to become familiar with the most common OTCs,  their targeted action, proper dosages (adult verses child) and to realize that inadvertent overdosing can occur when OTCs are taken with other medications.

Beyond the Hype


One product promises "8-hour" relief, another "no stomach upset," and yet another "fast" pain relief.   Although the packaging and promises are different, practically all nonprescription OTC pain relievers contain one of these chemicals: aspirin, acetaminophen, ibuprofen, naproxen sodium or ketoprofen.

The ingredients in OTC pain relievers are analgesics.  All relieve minor pain associated with headaches, arthritis, colds, toothache,  muscle ache, backache and menstrual cramps.  They also reduce fever.  

Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) — such as aspirin, ibuprofen (Advil, Motrin, others) and many others — reduce inflammation as well as relieve pain. If you have rheumatoid arthritis or an acute ankle sprain, for instance, suppressing inflammation is particularly important because of the damage inflammation can cause. Controlling inflammation can also reduce your pain. 
Compared with the group of prescription anti-inflammatory medications called corticosteroids, such as prednisone and cortisone, long-term use of NSAIDs doesn't cause serious side effects such as thinning of your skin, osteoporosis (bone loss) or cataracts. However, NSAIDs may have other side effects, such as headache, dizziness, drowsiness, gastrointestinal upset and bleeding, high blood pressure and fluid retention.   Acetaminophen doesn't relieve inflammation. But because it's relatively free of side effects, it's a good alternative if taking NSAIDs presents special risks.

All regular-strength doses of OTC pain relievers provide comparable relief for everyday pain such as headache or sore and stiff joints and muscles. For menstrual pain, NSAIDs such as ibuprofen and naproxen sodium may offer better relief.

So,  how do you know which OTC medication is the right one for your needs?  When choosing a nonprescription pain reliever,  compare active ingredients for the effect you want and be sure you’re aware of all side effects and special risks.   Understand the terminology used by the pharmaceutical companies to market their OTC products.   The following comparison guide of OTC pain relievers and an explanation of label terminology hopefully will help lessen the confusion you experience when choosing the right OTC product.

Terminology Guide

· Buffered. A buffered analgesic contains an antacid to reduce acidity. Whether or not these products actually protect your stomach is controversial. 

· Enteric-coated. A special coating allows these pills to pass through your stomach intact and dissolve in your small intestine. This helps reduce stomach irritation. Consider an enteric-coated product if you need daily relief for chronic pain. Because the coating delays absorption, it's not the best choice for quick relief from occasional joint pain or the occasional headache. 

· Timed-release. Also called extended-release and sustained-release, these products dissolve slowly. This action prolongs relief by maintaining a more constant level of analgesic in your blood. Choose timed-release when you need lasting rather than immediate relief. 

· Extra-strength. A single dose of these preparations contains more pain-relieving medicine than regular-strength products — typically 500 milligrams versus 325 milligrams for aspirin or acetaminophen. They're more convenient when you need more than one regular-strength dose to improve your symptoms. 

· Combination formulas. Some products are paired with caffeine or an antihistamine to boost their effectiveness. Caffeine added to aspirin or acetaminophen, for instance, improves pain relief in some types of headaches. Less data are available on caffeine's effect on ibuprofen. 

· Tablet, caplet, gelcap, gum or liquid. These different forms try to provide the easiest method for getting the medicine down. If you have trouble swallowing a round tablet or oval caplet, a smooth gelcap might work better. Take these forms — and any medication — with at least 4 to 8 ounces of liquid to be sure they don't get lodged in your esophagus and cause irritation or a chemical burn. Other options include taking aspirin as an effervescing pain reliever plus antacid (Alka Seltzer) or chewing aspirin as a gum (Aspergum). 

· Generic. Generic pain relievers almost always cost less than brand name drugs, and they're usually just as effective. 
OTC Pain Reliever Comparison Guide
	Aspirin
	Acetaminophen
	Ibuprofen
	Naproxen sodium

	Sampling of brand names

	Ascriptin, Bayer, Bufferin, Ecotrin, Empirin
	Excedrin Aspirin Free, Tylenol
	Advil, Ibuprin, Motrin-IB
	Aleve

	Reduces pain and fever?

	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Reduces inflammation?

	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	Can cause stomach bleeding?

	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	Length of pain relief

	4 to 6 hours
	4 hours
	4 hours
	8 hours

	Special precautions

	Don't take if you're allergic to aspirin or have asthma, a bleeding disorder, gout or ulcers.
	Overdoses can be toxic to the liver. Alcohol enhances the toxic effects of high doses.
	Don't take if you're allergic to aspirin or have asthma, heart failure, kidney problems or ulcers.
	Don't take if you're allergic to aspirin or have asthma, heart failure, kidney problems or ulcers.

	Children's use

	Don't give to children. Can cause Reye's syndrome — a life-threatening condition — in children with chickenpox, the flu or other viral illnesses
	Available for children. Dosages are based on age and weight. Consult your doctor.
	Available for children. Dosages are based on age and weight. Consult your doctor.
	Do not give to children younger than 12 unless your doctor has recommended it.


Recommended Adult Doses


[image: image1]Age & Body Size

Athletic trainers who work with teenagers are often asked whether these young athletes should take the same dose as adults.  There are pediatric preparations for most of the OTC pain relievers.  When determining dose,  the most conservative recommendation would be to calculate the pediatric dose (milligrams/kilogram) and compare this to the usual adult dose.  If the pediatric dose calculated based upon the child’s weight is less than the adult dose,  this lower dose should be recommended.  Obviously, if the pediatric dose calculated based upon the child’s weight exceeds the adult dose,  the adult dose should be recommended.  Most teenagers of average weight can safely take adult doses.

Use Caution With Pain Relievers

In September 2002, the FDA Non-Prescription Drugs Advisory Committee discussed safety issues related to the use of pain relievers sold over-the-counter including acetaminophen, aspirin, ibuprofen and naproxen.

Acetaminophen can cause liver injury through the production of a toxic metabolite. The body eliminates acetaminophen by changing it into substances (metabolites) that the body can easily eliminate in the stool or urine. Under certain circumstances, particularly when more acetaminophen is ingested than is recommended on the label, more of the harmful metabolite is produced than the body can easily eliminate. This harmful metabolite can seriously damage the liver.

The signs of liver disease include abnormally yellow skin and eyes (jaundice), dark urine, light-colored stools, nausea, vomiting, and loss of appetite. The signs can be similar to flu symptoms and may go unnoticed for several days if consumers believe their symptoms are related to their initial illness. Serious cases of liver disease may lead to mental confusion, coma, and death.

To avoid accidental overdosing, it's very important not to take more than the recommended dose on the label. Also, you should not take acetaminophen for more days than recommended, or take more than one drug product that contains acetaminophen at the same time. Consumers should be aware that taking more than the recommended dose will not provide more relief.

If you're taking a prescription pain medicine, check with your doctor first before taking OTC acetaminophen. The prescription pain medicine may also contain acetaminophen. Acetaminophen is also available in combination with other OTC drug ingredients. So, you need to check the labels of other OTC drug products for the ingredient. In some cases of accidental acetaminophen overdose, it appears that consumers used two or more acetaminophen-containing products at the same time.

Some individuals appear to be more susceptible to acetaminophen-induced liver toxicity than others. People who use alcohol regularly may be at increased risk for toxicity, particularly if they use more than the recommended dose. Further research needs to be conducted in alcohol users to determine what factors make some alcohol users more susceptible to liver injury than others.

Parents should be cautious when giving acetaminophen to children. For example, the infant drop formula is three times more concentrated than the children's suspension. It's important to read drug labels every time you use a drug and to know what dosage strength you are using.

The committee also recommended that labeling for aspirin and other non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) such as ibuprofen and naproxen include warnings about the potential for gastrointestinal bleeding that may be associated with use of these products. 
Aspirin is sold under brand names such as Bayer and St. Joseph's.   Aspirin’s unique properties warrant special mention. Aspirin is an inexpensive, effective, nonaddicting pain reliever that reduces inflammation and fever. It has also been shown to help prevent heart attacks, and may well have other long-term benefits, including reducing colon cancer risk. It acts as a blood thinner and, therefore, can prevent blood clots. 

Aspirin is not without its risks, though. It should not be taken by children under 16 who have chickenpox or flu symptoms, due to the risk of Reye’s syndrome. It is also not recommended for those with stomach problems, ulcers, kidney disease, bleeding disorders or aspirin allergies. 

Ibuprofen is sold under names such as Advil and Motrin. Naproxen is sold under the name Aleve. There are generic versions available for all of these products, as well.
Because we’re not always cognizant of which products contain the same ingredients as OTC pain relievers and NSAIDS,  the risk of overdosing on these medications becomes quite likely.   The following table which  contains a listing of products containing the same or similar active ingredients as the OTCs and NSAIDS discussed in this article.
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Conclusion


It is always best to consult with your personal physician before you need to take a pain reliever or anti-inflammatory medication. And if you take medications for any other medical condition (such as high blood pressure, arthritis, diabetes, ulcer or even acne), you should understand the possible interactions and side effects, so be sure to check with your physician or pharmacist before taking an OTC pain reliever or NSAID.  

 
As consumers of these products and as parents & health professionals who administer these products to our children,  we must be responsible in understanding what products  we’re taking,  and how these products work – not only toward the symptoms for which we’re seeking relief,  but how these products might interact with other medications or supplements.   
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Recommended Adult Doses of OTC Pain Relievers


__________________________________________________________





Pain Reliever		Recommended			     Maximal Daily


			      Dose (mg)	  Frequency            Dose (mg)


_______________________________________________________________


 


Acetaminophen	   650 to 1,000		every 4 to 6 hrs	4,000


Aspirin			   650 to 1,000		every 4 to 6 hrs	4,000


Ibuprofen		   200 to 400		every 4 to 6 hrs	1,200 *


Naproxen sodium	   220			every 6 to 8 hrs	   660


Ketoprofen		   12.5 to 25		every 6 to 8 hrs	    75





With acute or chronic sports-related injuries,  a maximal dose of 1500-1800 mg may be recommended by your health care professional





Overdose Risk:  Different Products With Similar Active Ingredients


__________________________________________________________





Non-Prescription Products Containing Acetaminophen





Actifed: Cold & Allergy, Sinus			Robitussin: Cold, Multi-Symptom Cold &


Alka-Seltzer Plus: All Products				       Flu,  Multi-Symptom Honey


Anacin:  Aspirin Free Formula                                                           Flu Liquid


Benadryl: Allergy Sinus Headache, Severe		Singlet: Tablets


                  Allergy & Sinus Headache			Sinutab Sinus: Sinus Allergy Medication


Comtrex: All Products				Sudafed: Cold & Cough Liquid Caps,


Contac: Severe Cold & Flu Maximum Strength	                 Sever Cold Caplets & Tablets,


               Caplets,  Non-Drowsy Caplets, Day &	Travist: Sinus Non-Drowsy Coated Caplets


               Night Cold & Flu				Thera-Flu:  All Caplets & Hot Liquid


Coricidin: D Cold,  Flu & Sinus Tablets		Triaminic: Cold, Cough & Fever Liquid;


Dimetap: Non-Drowsy Flu Syrup			                   Cough & Sore Throat Softchews


Dristan: Cold Multi-Symptom Formula		Tylenol:  Allergy Sinus Formula, Severe


Excedrin: All Products				                Allergy, Arthritis Pain Extended


Feverall: Suppositories				                Relief, Cold Formula, Cold & Flu,


Goody’s Powders: All Products				  Adult Sore Throat Liquid,  PM Pain


Midol: Maximum Strength Menstrual Formula,		  Reliever/Sleep Aid, Women’s


            Maximum Strength PMS Formula			  Tylenol


NyQuil/DayQuil: Cold/Flu Relief Liquid & LiquiCaps	Vanquish: Caplets


Pamprin: All Products				Vicks: Vicks 44M Cough, Cold & Flu Relief


Percogesic: All Products				             Liquid & Liquicaps
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