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=ABSTRACT=

Changes in a drug’s availability from prescription only to over-the-counter 

(OTC) status is of concern to physicians from both public health and in-

dividual patient perspectives. Government has generally been supportive of 

changes in medications from prescription(Rx) to over-the-counter (OTC) status 

in Korea, however, recognizing that there are both benefits and risks to any 

health care intervention, health care professionals are conservative in im-

plementing changes to either the process or structure of health care. Changes 

in status of a drug from Rx to OTC can represent a change in both structure 

and process. Cost and convenience seem to be major factors in determining 

whether, given the choice, patients purchase a medicine over the counter or 

obtain it on prescription. With current arrangements, exemption from pre-

scription charges provides an incentive to continue to obtain products on NHS 

prescription even when they are available over the counter. There is therefore 

no simple relation between the availability of over the counter medicines and 

the level of prescribing of deregulated products. The appropriate use of over 

the counter medicines—particularly those that have only recently been deregu-

lated—places a burden of care on community pharmacists and calls for closer 

working relationships with general practitioners. In particular, systems for re-

ferral and for recording details of both prescribed and over the counter medi-

cines need to be developed, and a direct route needs to be established for 

community pharmacists to report adverse drug reactions to over the counter 

products.



Reclassification of prescription medicines—by making them available through 

pharmacies without a prescription—provides the opportunity for consumers to 

purchase a wider range of medicinal products without making a demand on 

NHS resources. There is, however, no simple relation between availability of 

over the counter medicines and demand for NHS prescriptions. In the late 

1980s the UK government fuelled the over the counter market by making it 

easier to reclassify certain medicines from prescription only status to allow 

over the counter sale in pharmacies. To explore the influence of deregulation 

of medicines on NHS prescribing, this article presents analyses of consumer 

behaviour in using medicines and prescribers' attitudes to over the counter 

medication and collates findings from research. Policy makers should be aware 

that patients’ expectations in relation to OTC medicines may be in conflict 

with evidence-based practice.
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