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Safe Medicine Use
A GUIDE FOR OLDER ADULTS 

AND CAREGIVERS



All medicines should be taken with care. 
Any type of medicine can interact when taken 
together and cause unwanted effects. 

Call the Poison Center 
if You Think: 

•	A medicine was not taken as directed 
•	Too much medicine was taken by accident 
•	A child took or you suspect they took  
	 your medicine 

Call 911 if someone has trouble breathing,  
trouble waking up, seizures, or other 
life-threatening signs.

The Maryland Poison Center:
• Call to speak directly to a nurse or pharmacist 
• Is available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week
• Is a free phone service
• Can help in more than 150 languages using interpreters

Prescription
•	Must be prescribed 
	 by your health  
	 professional
• Get directly from 

	 doctor’s office, 
	 a pharmacy or 
	 mail-order pharmacy 

Vitamins, Dietary supplements, 
Herbal remedies

•	No prescription  
	 	 needed; intended 
	 	 to supplement 
�	  	 your diet

•	Examples are:  
	 	 Vitamin C, Fish Oil  
	 	 and Echinacea 

Over-the-Counter (OTC)
•	No prescription needed from your health professional
•	Generally safe if taken as directed on the  
	 Drug Facts Label
•	Examples are: Pain relievers, cold medicines, laxatives

Know Your Medicines
It is important to know as much as possible about your medicines 
to prevent poisonings. Below are examples of different types 
of medicines. 



Ask your pharmacist or other health 
professional these questions…

1. What is the name of the medicine?
2. Why am I using the medicine?
3. What are the side effects?
4. How do I use the medicine?

Keep a Current Medicine List
•	Bring an up-to-date list of all the medicines 
	 you are using to all of your health  
	 professional’s appointments.
•	This includes all prescription medicines,  
	 over-the-counter medicines, vitamins, and 
	 herbal/dietary supplements.

Keep All Medicines Up, Away, and Out of Sight
•	No container is child-proof.

•	Store your medicines in a safe  
	 place so that children, teens,  
	 adult visitors, and pets cannot  
	 see them or get to them. This  
	 will prevent accidental poisonings.

• When do I take the 
	 medicine?
•	How much do I take?
•	How long do I take 
	 the medicine?

My Medicines



General Tips for Using Medicines Safely
•	All medicines count. Review all of your medicines at every 
	 health professional visit
•	Never use more medicine than prescribed. Using more does 
	 not mean you will get better faster.
•	Follow the directions on the label.

•	Do not take old or expired medicines. 

Tips for Using Prescription Medicine Safely
•	Do not share your medicine with others. 
•	Only use prescription medicine with your name on it.
•	If possible, use the same pharmacy to fill all your  
	 prescriptions.

Tips for Using Over-the-Counter Medicine Safely

•	Compare the Active Ingredients
	 Make sure the active ingredients are not the same for two or 	
	 more medicines that you are using. Too much can harm you.

•	Check With Your Pharmacist or Other Health Professional
	 If you are being treated for a medical condition or taking  
	 prescription medicines, talk with your pharmacist or other  
	 health professional before taking any OTC medicines.



Active ingredient (in each tablet) Purpose

Uses

Directions

Warnings

EXAMPLE

Know What’s On the Label 
Be sure to read the Drug Facts Label on all OTC medicines before 
taking them. The label has important information to help you 
use the medicine safely. It will also tell you when to get advice 
from a health professional. Below is an example of what the 
new OTC medicine label looks like. 

W	Active Ingredient: the ingredient in the medicine that makes 
	 it work; strength of medicine

W	Purpose: how this medicine works or type of medicine  
	 (such as cough suppressant or pain reliever) 

W	Uses: symptoms or conditions the product will treat or prevent

W	Warnings: when not to use this medicine; conditions that may  
	 require advice from a health professional before taking this  
	 medicine; possible interactions or unwanted effects; when to stop  
	 taking this medicine and when to contact a health professional

W	Directions: instructions on how to take this medicine based on age 



Caregiver Corner 
Here are some things that you can do to help older adults use 
medicine safely:

Keep a current medicine list
This includes all prescription medicines, OTC medicines, vitamins 
and herbal/dietary supplements.

Plan ahead to refill prescriptions on time
Get prescriptions refilled early to avoid running out of medicine. 

Prevent interactions between medicines
•	It is important to tell health professionals about all medicines 
	 the older adult is using. 
•	Do not recommend new medicines without first checking with 
	 the pharmacist or other health professional.

Remember instructions from health professionals
Ask doctors, nurses, and pharmacists to write down important 
information.

Ask a pharmacist or other health professional to help you 
develop a medicine-taking plan that fits the older adult’s  
daily routine

Keep all medicines in their original and labeled containers.
Be careful when you use a pill box to keep doses organized.



Steps for Disposing of Medicine
Drop-off Locations 

•	Permanent medicine drop-off locations are available in  
	 Maryland. The Maryland Poison Center can help find a  
	 location near you. 
•	Outside of Maryland, call the Drug Enforcement  
	 Administrtion (DEA) at 1-800-882-9539 to find a  
	 collection location near you. 

Poison Experts just a 
phone call away! 
 
Saving Lives….Saving 
Dollars 

1-800-222-1222 

What you need to know about  

Medic ine Disposa l  
 
 

www.mdpoison.com 

First Aid for  
Poisoning 
 
Poison on the Skin 
 Remove contaminated 

clothing. 
 Flood skin with water 

for 10 minutes, then 
wash gently with soap 
and water and rinse. 

 Call the MPC 
 
Poison in the Eye: 
 Flood eye with luke-

warm water from cup, 
faucet or shower for 
15 minutes. 

 Call the MPC 
 
Inhaled Poison: 
 Get victim to fresh air. 
 If possible, open doors 

and windows. 
 Call the MPC 
 
Swallowed Poison: 
 Gently wipe out mouth 

and give a small 
amount of water. 

 Do not  make the per-
son vomit 

 Call the MPC 

Permanent Drop-off Locations in Maryland 
 
Many local police departments serve as permanent prescription drop-
off locations in the state.  To find a location near you, go to  
http://bha.dhmh.maryland.gov/Pages/Prescription-Drop-Off-Collection-
Sites.aspx 



This brochure was produced as a collaboration between the  
Peter Lamy Center on Drug Therapy and Aging and the Maryland 
Poison Center.

Housed within the University of Maryland School of Pharmacy, 
the Peter Lamy Center on Drug Therapy and Aging’s mission is 
to improve drug therapy for aging adults through innovative 
research, education, and clinical initiatives. The Center is named in 
honor of Dr. Peter P. Lamy, and has been in existence since 1978.

The Maryland Poison Center is part of the Department of 
Pharmacy Practice and Science at the University of Maryland 
School of Pharmacy. It is certified by the American Association 
of Poison Control Centers as a regional poison center. The 
Maryland Poison Center has provided poisoning treatment advice, 
education, and prevention services to Marylanders since 1972.

The Peter Lamy Center on Drug Therapy and Aging
University of Maryland School of Pharmacy

220 Arch Street, 12th Floor
Baltimore, Maryland 21201

www.pharmacy.umaryland.edu/centers/lamy/
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