
INTRODUCTION
The mar ket in over- the- counter medi cines (OTC) has

been en joy ing a re vival fol low ing the change in le gal
regu la tions, which took place in 1994 al low ing the ad ver -
tis ing of medi cines in the pub lic me dia [2, 3, 18]. Av er age
ex pen di ture on phar ma ceu ti cals in Po land is about 16% of 
the to tal health care [13,14]. Mak ing the de ci sion to opt
for “self- medication” the Pol ish so ci ety largely ex poses
it self to a mul ti tude of ad verse drug re ac tions due to ei ther
lack of knowl edge, in flu ence of ad ver tis ing or sim ply dis -
re gard of the in for ma tion about the pos si ble ad verse drug
re ac tions con tained in the leaf let ac com pa ny ing the phar -
ma ceu ti cal drugs [15]. An other im por tant fac tor in the
cur rent situa tion seems to be  health edu ca tion [1]. De -
spite the fact that the con trib ut ing fac tor to the in crease in
sale of non- prescription medi cines has been the grow ing
number of su per mar kets, and ac ces si bil ity of the drugs at
pet rol sta tions, nowa days ma jor ity of these medi cines are
sold in phar ma cies (in ac cor dance with the regu la tion of
the Min is ter of Health of Sep tem ber 2010 only the OTC

medi cines based on 52 ac tive in gre di ents may be sold in
non- pharmacy out lets: in shops, pet rol sta tions, news-
 stands, chem ists, etc.) [12]. Ac cord ing to WHO, the share
of in come of the phar ma ceu ti cal com pa nies re lated to the
mar ket for non- prescription drugs comes to an av er age of
25%- 34% [7,12,9]. This ex plains why the most ef fi cient
forms and chan nels of com mu ni ca tion (ad ver tis ing) are
be ing used to “ca ter the needs of the so ci ety”  [4, 6, 7, 16].
Ac cord ing to TNS, cus tomer buys a fifth of medi cines
out side phar ma cies and about 31% of Poles are buy ing
drugs un der the in flu ence of ad ver tis ing [15]. 

AIM 
The aim of this study was an at tempt to an swer the

ques tion whether, in the opin ion of the stu dents of the
Medi cal Uni ver sity of War saw, it is jus ti fi able and nec es -
sary to use the so-called OTC medi cines. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS
The sub jects in the study were a ho mo ge ne ous group of 

102 peo ple (women un der gradu ate stu dents of nurs ing)
aged 20-24 years liv ing in ur ban ar eas. The method used
in the study was a sur vey ques tion naire which was filled
out by each in di vid ual sub ject.
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RESULTS
      There are definitely more subjects (76%) who, in

case of pain, do not take OTC medicines. A very small
percentage of respondents read the leaflet that comes with
the medicine and 63% of them are of the opinion that
medicines available over the counter are safe. More than a 
half of the respondents (79%) say that they take non-
-prescription medicines more often because of their easier 
availability (e.g. at grocery shops or petrol stations). 

DISCUSSION 
Very few re spon dents ad mit us ing OTC medi cines to

re lieve pain, which is largely dic tated by the ease of ac -
cess to these phar ma ceu ti cals as well as the lack of time
“for stay ing ill”. Ac cord ing to the in for ma tion of the Pol -
ish Cen tral Sta tis ti cal Of fice (GUS), only 2% of all
re spon dents do not take the medi cines, which clearly in di -
cates the im mense popu lar ity of this group of medi cines
[11, 15]. The in crease in sale of the OTC medi cines is not
only caused by their wide avail abil ity and the lim ited ac -
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Fig. 1. How often do you use OTC medicines to relieve pain?

Fig. 2. Do you read the information contained on the leaflet
carefully before taking an OTC medicine?

Fig. 3. Do you believe OTC medicines are safe?

Fig. 4. How would you rate the efficacy of OTC medicines with
respect to pain, infection, etc.?

Fig. 5.  How much influence does advertising have on the use of
OTC medicines?

*multiple- choice ques tion

Fig. 6. In your opinion, what is the reason of using OTC medicines?



cess to spe cial ist medi cal ad vice. An other con trib ut ing
fac tor is the im prov ing eco nomic situa tion of the popu la -
tion. The in for ma tion gath ered by the In sti tute for So cial
Re search of the Health care In for ma tion Sys tems Cen tre
(CSiOZ) in di cates that the most of ten pur chased non-
 prescription medi cines are the pain re liev ers and anti-
 inflammatory medi cines – 57%, cold re liev ers – 19.5%,
and, fi nally, vi ta mins and min er als – 13.5% [8].

In the cur rent re search study, the re spon dents rat ing the 
ef fi cacy of the taken medi cines em pha sized mainly the
quali ties re lated to pain re lief and the high level of safety,
in com bi na tion with com plete un aware ness of the ad verse 
drug re ac tions de tailed in the medi ca tion leaf let (this
group of re spon dents was pro fes sion ally con nected with
medi cine). Para doxi cally, re spon dents not pro fes sion ally
con nected with medi cine, al ways read the medi ca tion
leaf let – 70%, read it some times – 19%. Opin ions of the
re spon dents with re gard to the harm ful ef fects of these
medi ca tions have been split: 20-30% of the re spon dents
de cided that the OTC medi cines defi nitely pro duce nega -
tive ef fects on our health and are dan ger ous, while 34%
de clared the op po site [8,11]. The in for mal la bel for the
OTC medi cines – “a wolf in sheep’s cloth ing”, has been
coined for a rea son. A nega tive in flu ence on or gans,
mainly kid neys and liver, has been ob served and re lated
not only to over dos ing on these medi cines but also to sys -
tem atic use fol low ing the di rec tions from the manu fac turer.

The par tici pants of the cur rent re search proj ect pointed
to the high level of in flu ence of ad ver tis ing on their de ci -
sions to buy and the choice of non- prescription medi cines. 
On the con trary, a re search study con ducted in 2007 in di -
cated that ad ver tis ing was at the bot tom of a list as
a mo ti vat ing fac tor for the choice of “self- medication”
[5,9] with 20% of re spon dents, pre ceded by ear lier us age
of the same prod uct – 83%, ad vice from a phar ma cist –
67%, ad vice from a doc tor – 60%, cost of the medi ca tion – 
50%, ad vice from a friend – 49%. Ad di tion ally, 38% of
the re spon dents do not trust the ad ver tis ing for non-
 prescription medi cines very much, and 38% do not trust it
at all [8,10]. Ad ver tis ing slo gans like: “the maxi mum
power in a sin gle dose”, or “the number 1 flu rem edy in
the world” of ten tar get our emo tions, and by us ing dif fer -
ent tools of mar ket ing com mu ni ca tion [13,17] in their
mes sages, the manu fac tur ers achieve their pre- defined
aim – an in crease in sales; all in com pli ance with the Code 
of Phar ma ceu ti cal Mar ket ing Eth ics [14]. Ac cord ing to
a 2003 re search re port, the high est level of brand aware -
ness was achieved by Paraceta mo lum and Ibu pro fenum
thanks to the ma jor source of in for ma tion which is tele vi -
sion ad ver tise ment [10,12].

Bearing in mind the many reasons for considerate
choice of medication and self-medication – do “always
read the leaflet enclosed in the packaging, or ask your
doctor or pharmacist for more information as any
medicine taken incorrectly may endanger your life or
health”.
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