
Medication safety at home is of paramount importance 
for households where children and adolescents reside. 
Safe practices around use and storage of medications 
play a central role in decreasing the risk of accidental in-
gestions and intentional overdoses. The issue becomes 
even more important in households where a child or   
adolescent is receiving mental health treatment. 

 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (CDC), and the National Electronic Injury Surveillance 
System-Cooperative Adverse Event Surveillance (NEISS-
CADES), around 60,000 visits to emergency departments 
occur each year due to unintentional medication over-
doses among children under the age of five. Of those, 
more than 90% involve children who access the medica-
tion on their own, without caregiver oversight. In addi-
tion to accidental ingestion by young children, medica-
tion overdose is the most commonly used method of self
-inflicted harm among children and adolescents. Accord-
ing to recent estimates, poisoning was the most preva-
lent form of self-injurious behavior among individuals 
ages 10 to 24 presenting to emergency departments 
across the country. Between 2001 and 2015, the National 
Electronic Injury Surveillance System All Injury Program 
(NEISS-AIP) registered 43,138 incidents of nonfatal self-
inflicted injuries. Rates of self-inflicted poisoning among 
females were nearly three-fold (2.7-fold) higher,  when 
compared to males. Rates of self-harm by poisoning were 
nearly 50% higher than those observed for use of sharp 
objects, both among males and females. 
 

There is evidence that limiting access to medications 
plays an important role in preventing accidental inges-
tions, and decreasing the risk of overdoses. These find-
ings highlight the importance of addressing safe practices 
of medication use and storage with parents and guardi-
ans of children and adolescents, especially those receiv-
ing mental health services.  Educating parents and  

guardians on the choice of safe packaging, proper use, and 
safe storage of medications is an important step to de-
crease the chance of accidental ingestion or overdose.  
This issue is particularly important when it comes to medi-
cations available without a prescription (over the counter 

[OTC]). The ease of access, the large quantities in which 
they are sold, and the misperceived sense of safety around 
them makes them a common source of non-compliant in-
gestion. While parents and guardians may be watchful and 
careful about storage of prescribed medications, it is im-
portant to apply the same precautions to OTC medications. 
Some recommended safe practices include limiting the 
amount of medication stored at home (especially OTC 
medications), and properly disposing of unused prescrip-
tion medications. (For more information on proper disposal 
of medication click here). Storing medications up and away, 
and out of sight of young children, is also critical. In partic-
ular cases, there may be a need to introduce more restric-
tive methods, such as locking medications away, or using 
specially devised boxes for medication storage. The im-
portance of ensuring safe use and storage of medications 
has become even more relevant during the pandemic of 
COVID-19, and the need for social isolation. With children 
and adolescents out of school, and confined to their 
homes, the potential for mental health distress and exacer-
bation of symptoms has only increased. Safe-keeping medi-
cations to prevent children and adolescents from using 
those in an intentional overdose has become a priority dur-
ing this time of social isolation and heightened stress on 
families. 
 

In summary, discussing safe medication storage with par-
ents and guardians, and drawing attention to the role of 
OTC medications on accidental and intentional ingestions, 
is important. – especially for children and adolescents in 
our communities being treated for mental health condi-
tions. 
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https://portal.ct.gov/DCP/Prescription-Monitoring-Program/Proper-Disposal-of-Prescription-Drugs

