
Non-medical use of prescription and over the 
counter dugs among youth is a growing concern.  
Some of the more common drugs used this way 
are drugs prescribed for Attention Deficit Hy-
peractivity Disorder such as Ritalin; opiate based 
pain relievers such as Oxycontin and sedatives 
such as Valium.  Youth also report using over 
the counter drugs such as laxatives, gravol, 

cough medicine and nytol for purposes other 
than which they are intended. 
Fewer than one percent of youth reported they 
used prescription drugs for unintended pur-
poses.  These numbers are lower than reported 
in other studies.  Around 10% reported using 
over the counter drugs for unintended pur-
poses.   

Fact Sheet #9 

Prescription and ‘Over-the-Counter’ Drugs 

Prescription and 
’Over-the-Counter’ 
Drugs 

Special points of interest: 

• The use of over-the-counter (OTC) drugs for unintended purposes is <10% 

• Boys were more likely to use cough syrup for unintended purposes than girls 

• Very few students are using prescription drugs without going to the doctor 
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About 10% of rural youth report use of ‘over the counter’ 
medication for unintended purposes. 
Use of over the counter 
medications for unintended 
purposes among students 
was relatively low.  Fewer 
then 10% of students used 
laxatives, Gravol or Nytol for 
unintended purposes.  There 
was no strong differences 
between different age groups 
or between males and fe-
males. 
Over 13% of students re-
ported using cough syrup for 
unintended purposes.  While 

there was no difference be-
tween different ages, boys 
were more likely to have used 

About 10% thought it would be easy to get prescription 
drugs without a prescription 

cough syrup than girls. 

Only 9.9% of all students in the 
survey said it would be easy or 
very easy to get prescription 
drugs without going to the doc-
tor.  Most students thought it 
would be impossible or didn’t 
know how hard it would be  to 
get prescription drugs without 
going to the doctor. 
Younger students were more 
likely to say that it was impossi-
ble to get drugs without going to 
the doctor.  In addition, there 
was no difference between boys 
and girls. 

“We couldn’t get it from our 
pharmacist cause he knows us 

all.”- Youth Focus Group 
Participant 
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When asked about their pre-
scription drug use without a 
doctor’s prescription again 
use was low.  Less than one 
percent used oxycontin, seda-
tives and Ritalin over the last 
year.  However, more stu-
dents used stimulants with-
out a prescription (2.1%).  

Students were asked about 
their prescription drug use, 
both with a prescription and 
without, over the last year.  
With the exception of pain 
relief, less than 1% of stu-
dents have used oxycontin, 
stimulants, sedatives or Rita-
lin with a prescription.  Over 
28% of students have used 
pain relief because a doctor 
told them to.  There were no 
strong relationships with the 
gender and age of students 
with the exception of using 
pain relievers.  Older stu-
dents used more pain reliev-
ers with a prescription be-
cause a doctor told them to. 

Over 21% of students used 
pain relievers without a pre-
scription.  There were no 
differences between boys and 
girls regarding their use of 
prescription medications 
without a prescription.  
There were also no differ-
ences between the different 
age groups.  

Fewer than 1% report using prescription drugs without a  
prescription 

Dr. Diane Martz 
Room 304, Kirk Hall 
117 Science Place 
University of Saskatchewan 
Saskatoon, SK,  

Contac t  Informat ion 

Phone: 306-966-8585 
Fax: 306-966-2069 
E-mail: diane.martz@usask.ca 

“I don’t think 
prescription drugs are a 
problem over here cause 
you can get illegal drugs 
easier than you can get 

prescription drugs.” 

“...you can also get 
marijuana for a little 

more and get a lot more 
messed up.” 

“And not go through as 
much trouble”- Youth 

Focus Group 
Participants 
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