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6 |  Health Smarts

From the   PHARMACY  

Check the dates on your  
medications regularly

By Julie Maurer
Looking forward to the cooler 
weather? Most of us are, but what 
comes with that is the cold and flu 
season. While you may be stocking 
your medicine cabinet with sup-
plies to help get you through if you 
need it, this might be a good time 
to look at all your medications and 
see which ones you should keep and 
which one you should toss. 

Betty Louton, Pharm.D, FAzPA 
is a clinical pharmacist in Popula-
tion Health Management. Louton 
recommends people routinely 
check their medications—whether 
those are over-the-counter or pre-
scribed— to see what has expired. 

“People think that it is like spices, 
which just have less strength. That is 
not true with medications,” she said. 
“The chemical compounds gradu-
ally degrade over time. This process 
usually makes drugs less effective, 
but there are important exceptions. 
It isn’t worth the risk.”

When it comes to your health, 
having medications that are cur-
rent is important. When a phar-
macist issues an expiration date 
on a prescription bottle, it means 
it is time to discard that medica-
tion after that date. Louton 
said this is applies 
to many medicines 
you might have on 
hand for a common 
cold. While most 

medications will only lose potency 
when past an expiration date, there 
are exceptions to the rule. This is 
true for many pain medicines/fever 
reducers, such as aspirin or Tylenol 
(acetaminophen). 

Experts say if the medication 
has a bad smell, get rid of it. If you 
need to discard your non-narcotic 
over-the-counter medications, 
Louton recommends placing them 
in a sandwich baggie with some dirt, 
kitty litter or coffee grounds before 
throwing those in the trash to help 
degrade and hide them. Light and 
moisture are also enemies when it 
comes to drug stability, Louton said. 
You should avoid storing your medi-
cations in a moist environment like a 
bathroom or even in the kitchen. 

If you love going to those big-
box stores that sell in bulk, you may 
not be saving much money when it 
comes to buying your medications. 
Louton noted that sometimes buy-
ing medications in bulk can lead to 
having expired bottles. 

“Most people can’t possibly take all 
the medication you buy in bulk at 

the warehouse stores before 
they expire. And sometimes 
people think that if they buy 

a deal with two bottles, the 
second one is still good even 

when expired because it’s 
not opened,” Louton 

said. While many 
times this is 
true, some-

times it is not.
The same 

holds true for prescribed medicines 
such as cough syrup. If your doctor 
prescribed cough syrup the previous 
year and you didn’t finish it, don’t 
hold on to it. 

“It’s important to match your 
medication to your symptoms. Be-
sides looking at the expiration date, 
the illness you have now may not be 
the same thing you had last year.,” 
Louton said. “You may think you 
have a bad cold when you really have 
influenza, bronchitis or pneumonia.
The doctor should see you.” 

Another important thing to re-
member, expired prescribed narcot-
ics such as those with an opioid or 
with fentanyl, should be disposed 
of when they are no longer needed, 
whether they are out of date or not. 
“If you have severe enough pain that 
you are needing a narcotic, you need 
to see a doctor,” Louton said.

The Food and Drug Administra-
tion (FDA) has a search function on 
its website (fda.gov) where you can 
find a location to safely dispose of 
your medications (search for drug 
take back locations). The site also 
offers other alternatives if you can’t 
make it to one of those locations. 
Also, the Arizona Department of En-
vironmental Quality also has a map 
of drop off locations in Arizona on 
their website (https://azdhs.gov/gis/
rx-drop-off-locations/index.php).

“One of the biggest dangers in 
saving narcotics is the likelihood 
that a guest who comes into your 
house, might see it, find it and take 
it,” Louton said. 

Time to CLEAN OUT the cabinets

HSFA19-Issue.indd   6 9/27/19   9:26 AM


