
Taking medications properly  •  1

Plan to Stay in Shape Today

Taking 
medications
Tips and advice to get 
the most from your medications

2nd edition

properly



Tips and advice  to get  
the most from your 
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Whether you take medication on a regular or occasional basis, it’s normal 
for you to have questions. There are a variety of over-the-counter 
medications as well as prescriptions that come as a syrup or cream: 
properly storing them sometimes gives rise to questions. This guide 
provides tips and advice about medications for children, adults and 
the elderly.
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Using medications:
The basics
Let's first learn some basics about medication treatments 

Medications can sometimes have complex names, and it’s a daunting 
task to always remember which ones have been prescribed to you. We 
suggest that you to develop the habit of always carrying an up-to-date 
list of your prescribed or over-the-counter medications, as well as any 
natural health products you use.

How do you get such a list?

• Ask your pharmacist to print out a list of your medications. Remember 
to ask for a new copy when changing treatments. Keep this in your 
wallet, as down the road it can save you time and trouble:

- In the event of a medical emergency, it will simplify work 
for the responders;

- When visiting a healthcare professional who does not have access 
to your file, whether it is your doctor, dentist or pharmacist 
(it will help them analyze your file).

It’s MY pharmacy!

It's a good habit to always go to the same pharmacy when buying 
prescription, over-the-counter, or natural health products. Medications 
are a complex science and it’s important that your pharmacist has all 
the information they need to confirm that a medication is safe for you. 
If you absolutely need medication while traveling or if your pharmacy 
is closed, you should know that in this case it is acceptable to go to 
another pharmacy. 

Being loyal to your pharmacy 
is a valuable asset for your health. 
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Over-the-counter medications

It’s wise to consult your pharmacist in the store or by phone before 
purchasing an over-the-counter medication, in order to double-check 
whether it’s suitable for you.

Although they don't require a doctor's prescription, not all over-the-
counter medications are good for everyone. Serious side effects and 
interactions can occur if a product is chosen at random. Taking the time 
to educate yourself before you buy can save you a lot of inconvenience. 
In addition, many over-the-counter medications contain the same 
ingredients and combining them can increase the risk of poisoning. 
For example, several cold medications come in tablet, syrup or hot 
drink formats and contain the same active ingredients. You wouldn’t 
want to triple the recommended dosage.

Natural products can cause side effects and drug interactions

Although the word natural seems to have a positive connotation for 
health, natural health products are not free from side effects or 
potential drug interactions. When buying a natural health product, 
always be as careful as when buying a medication. Before consuming 
it, check with your healthcare professional whether the desired product 
is suitable for your condition.
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Even though a particular medication may be right for one person, it 
doesn't necessarily mean that it’s right for another. So even if your best 
friend swears by a new medication that their doctor has prescribed 
to alleviate their migraine headaches, it doesn't mean that it's right 
for you. In fact, several factors must be considered, including symptoms, 
other health conditions and the medications consumed. Only your 
healthcare professional can analyze this for you and advise you about 
the most suitable product for your needs, but above all for your state 
of health.

Take this. I promise 
it will make your 
pain go away! 
It worked for me!
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Proper storage 
of medications
Medications must be stored properly to ensure their effectiveness and 
stability. When returning from the pharmacy, often the first instinct is 
to put the medication away in the bathroom cabinet. Although medicine 
cabinets have traditionally been found there, variations in temperature 
and humidity in a bathroom can degrade medications and decrease 
their effectiveness. It is therefore preferable to keep medications 
between 15 and 25 °C, in a cool, dry place, protected from light, 
unless otherwise advised by your healthcare professional.

You must always keep medications out of the reach of children. 
The top shelves of kitchen cabinets, that are not located directly above 
a heat source, is an example of a suitable location.

In addition, you should always keep your medications in their original 
packaging. This will help you remember how the medication should 
be used, when its expiry date is, and for what problem it has been 
prescribed to help you with. For the same reasons, never mix several 
medications in the same container. Also, you shouldn’t take any 
medication that seems to have changed in its appearance. If your 
medication looks different (for example, in its smell or colour), definitely 
do not take it without talking to your healthcare professional.
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IN SUMMARY:

Your medications must be stored:

• Away from humidity (remove the cotton batting from the container, 
as it retains moisture)

• Away from light (such as sunlight)

• Away from freezing or excessive heat

• Out of the reach of children or pets 
(keep them in a safe place)

Medications hate changes in temperature 
You should avoid storing medications in your vehicle 

in both summer and winter. Always follow the guidelines 
on the packaging or provided by your healthcare professional. 

Medications that require to be refrigerated must be refrigerated, 
and those that must be kept at room temperature 

can’t end up in the refrigerator.

When the manufacturer 
indicates to keep it:

In the refrigerator 

At room temperature

The product 
should be stored:

from 2 °C to 8 °C

from 15 °C to 25 °C
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It’s time for  a big cleaning!
Your medicine cabinet is not exempt from your regular 
household cleaning. Here’s what you should get rid of:

• Expired products 
(see the shelf-life table for medications on page 11 of this guide);

• Products that you no longer use or that your doctor has asked you 
to stop consuming or using ;

• Medications whose expiration date is not displayed, either because 
they are no longer in their original packaging or because 
no expiration date appears on the container;

• Medications that have changed in colour, shape, 
smell or consistency;

• Products with a valid expiration date, but stored in unsuitable 
conditions (e.g.: exposed to heat or cold in the trunk of a car, 
stored in direct sunlight on the window ledge, or stored 
in a humid bathroom, etc.).

What do I do with medications 
I need to destroy?

• Don’t discard your medications  
in your garbage, toilet or sink.

Instead, return them to your pharmacist whether 
in their original packaging or not: this is the best 
way to dispose of them safely. Your drugs will be 
packaged and then transported by specialists to be 
properly destroyed, safely and in full compliance.

As for used syringes and needles, they can be returned to the pharmacy 
in a safe container (free of charge at the pharmacy). 



10  •  Taking medications properly

The expiration date represents the period until which the manufacturer 
guarantees the product’s efficacy and safety. For over-the-counter 
medications, look for this date directly on the box. For those with a 
prescription, rely on the date printed on the pharmacy label. 

For prescription medications that you get at the pharmacy lab, the 
shelf life determined by the pharmacist is sometimes different than 
the expiration date shown on the original package. The date issued by 
the manufacturer is valid only if the container is unopened. So, your 
pharmacist's label tells you the precise length of time you can keep 
the medication from the time you receive it, so this new date should 
take precedence.

DID YOU KNOW?
All prescription or over-the-counter medications, 

natural health products and homeopathic products 
have an expiration date that varies according 

to different criteria.
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However, there may be exceptions to the rule. For example, most 
eye drops should be kept for no longer than 30 days after opening. If 
you’re unsure, ask your healthcare professional to confirm the correct 
expiration date.

General table of shelf life for medications 
and other health products

FORMAT

Tablets and capsules

DURATION

The earliest of the following :
• A year after opening
• The manufacturer’s expiry date
When the tablets are individually wrapped, 
the risk of contamination or spoilage 
by contact with ambient air is eliminated. 
In this case, the shelf life is the expiration 
date indicated by the manufacturer.

Cream and ointment 
in a tube

The earliest of the following:
• A year after opening
• The manufacturer’s expiry date

Cream and ointment 
in a jar

Three months after the start of use

* Manufacturers regularly issue the results of new studies on the stability of their products after opening. 
 A product’s useful shelf life may then be different (longer or shorter) than that mentioned in the table 
 above. In this case, follow your pharmacist’s recommendations.

Aerosol The manufacturer’s expiry date

Mixtures 
and compounds

The stability of a preparation made 
by the pharmacist can be very variable. 
For example, some reconstituted antibiotics 
are stable for only 7 or 14 days.

Eye, nose and 
ear products

One month after opening*.

Syrup The earliest of the following:
• A year after opening
• The manufacturer’s expiry date
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For your safety, it’s best not to take expired medicine. Even if it doesn’t 
lose its effectiveness overnight, it gradually weakens, often without 
noticeable change. The quality of the product may also be affected 
after its expiration date.

A cream in a jar can become contaminated because the preservative inside 
is no longer effective. In some cases, the degradation of the medication 
may even result in the formation of toxic compounds, which is particularly 
the case with certain antibiotics. This is why medications should never be 
consumed after their expiry date has passed.
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Administering medication
to children
Whether it's to combat a fever, cold, infection, or chronic illness, toddlers 
may need medication. The following steps will help ensure that you give 
them treatment that is both effective and safe.

1. Give the right medication

Many children’s medications are 
available over-the-counter. They 
come in different forms, like a 
liquid, a chewable tablet, a 
suppository, etc. Before ma- 
king your choice, check with 
your healthcare professional 
whether the medication is 
suitable for your child according 
to their symptoms, age and weight. If you already have the correct 
medicine at home, remember to check its expiry date.

2. Give the right dose

Over-the-counter medications often have a dose chart on the 
package according to the child's age. Remember that the most 
doses given to children are calculated based on their weight. So, rely 
instead on your child's weight to calculate the dose, as this way it 
will be more suitable. Ask your healthcare professional for help 
calculating it, if necessary.

When giving medication to your child, it is important to follow the 
dosage on the label or the package. Make sure you fully understand 
the instructions for use before administering it. 

WARNING!
Never give an 

adult medication to a child!  
These are not appropriate 
and could be dangerous!
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Here are some questions to ask yourself so that the treatment is 
effective while limiting possible side effects. Note that your pharmacist 
can answer all of these questions, but the most important information 
is often found on the label. Have you read it correctly?

• What dose should I give them? 

• How many times a day should I give it to them?

• At what time of the day should I give it to them?

• What is the maximum for doses within a 24-hour period?

• How long do I have to wait before I can give them an additional 
dose if they’re not feeling better?

• How do I give it to them: 
by mouth, suppository or drops...?

• For how long?

• How do I store the medication: 
in the refrigerator or at room temperature?
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3. Properly measure the dose

Now that you’ve chosen the right medication and determined 
the necessary dose, you’ll need to measure it. Make sure your 
measurement is accurate, as a small difference in the dose can have 
a big impact on the success and safety of the treatment. If you’re 
unsure about how to withdraw the medicine and measure the dose, 
talk to your healthcare professional. 

If the label indicates, shake the product before withdrawing the dose: 
this will ensure that the medication is evenly distributed in the bottle 
and therefore provide a more accurate dose.

It’s important to properly read the 
dosage and directions on the labels.

MYTH OR REALITY?
A dessert spoon is suitable 

when measuring a 
syrup medication.

MYTH: It’s very important to measure the dose accurately, 
as treatment consequences may occur. Kitchen utensils 

vary greatly in sizes, so they’re not adequate tools for 
measuring medication doses. A syringe or graduated beaker 

provided by your pharmacist are much more precise 
than the spoons we use every day.
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4. Ensure your child cooperates when taking their medication

Convincing your child to take medication can be quite a challenge! 
They may refuse to cooperate completely or even get angry. First 
of all, make sure that your child isn’t too tired or hungry when 
taking the medicine, so that they will be more receptive.

When dealing with an infant, you should try to comfort them so that 
they feel confident. Then administer the medicine inside their cheek, 
then blow gently into their face. This breath will make it easier for 
them to swallow.

When they’re old enough to understand, you may be able to explain 
to your child why they should cooperate and take their medicine. 
Encourage them and don't hesitate to get them involved, such as 
letting them choose between a syringe or a cup, taking it with either 
water or juice, mixed in jam or yogurt, etc. They will feel involved 
and taking it will be made easier. You can also distract your child 
by drawing their attention to a toy or the television. Pretend to give 
the medicine to a stuffed puppy dog or a doll. When their pooch 
takes and loves the medicine, your child may be motivated to 
take it too. However, always remind them that taking medication is 
not a game. And above all, congratulate them!

WARNING!
Never make your child believe that medicine is candy. 

Your child may be inclined to take more or try other 
medication around the house and risk becoming intoxicated. 

Make sure you always keep medication in a place 
inaccessible to children and take time to explain 
that it is YOU who should always give it to them.
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If your child spits up or vomits their medicine, contact your healthcare 
professional to assess whether or not a further dose is necessary.

5. Note what time it is taken

In our everyday hubbub, managing medication intake can become 
complex. How many times have you wondered whether you actually 
gave your child their dose or if your spouse took care of it? When 
medication is taken as needed or several times a day, it can be 
difficult to remember what time you gave your child their medication 
and then wonder if a new dose can be administered. To avoid 
confusion, keep a calendar, your smartphone or a notepad close at 
hand so that you can schedule the next dosage and therefore have 
a clear conscience.
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When medication
tastes bad
It’s no secret that not all medicines taste good. Luckily, there are some 
tricks out there to outsmart the taste buds. Here are a few of them:

1. Mix the medication with food

Medicines can usually be mixed with food. A little yogurt, ice cream, 
applesauce, chocolate syrup, juice or jam can mask the taste of 
the medicine. Be sure to add only a very small amount of food, 
however, as the entire mixture must be taken in order to get the 
full dose of the medicine.

DID YOU KNOW?
It’s not recommended to put medication 

in an infant’s milk bottle, as they may associate 
the bad taste with their milk and refuse to drink 

this essential nourishment later.

WARNINGS:

• Avoid making your mixtures in advance, as this may decrease 
the treatment’s effectiveness.

• Talk to your pharmacist before mixing, as some medications 
are incompatible with food.
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2. Choose their favourite flavour

Some medications are available in a variety of flavours, such as grape, 
cherry, bubble gum, or fruit. Choosing the one they prefer will make 
taking it more enjoyable. Allowing your child to choose the flavour 
gets  them more involved in their treatment and it will only help things 
go more smoothly. Sometimes you can even have flavour added 
to a prescription medication, so be sure to ask your pharmacist.

3. Play a trick on their taste buds

Certain tricks can "freeze" the tongue and prevent the taste buds 
from tasting the medicine. For example, eating ice cream or sucking 
on an ice cube immediately before taking the medicine may mask 
the taste. A teething ring can be used for infants.

The medicine can be administered with a syringe (for children) or 
a straw (for adults) that is positioned in the back of the cheek. 
This limits the medication’s contact with the taste buds and the taste 
is less pronounced. Lastly, you can also quickly eliminate the bad 
taste of a medicine by drinking a glass of water or juice, or by eating 
a cookie immediately afterward.
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The particularities
of antibiotics
The importance of respecting the dosage

Take the example of an antibiotic prescribed for 10 days, taken 3 times 
a day. The dosage would be detailed as follows: 

• Take 1 tablet, 3 times per day, every  8 hours for 10 days. 
(Take it with food.)

Is it as easy as taking the tablet with breakfast, lunch and dinner? 
Not quite.

Take it in the morning at 7 am, when eating; then do you take the second 
one 8 hours later at 3 p.m. and then take the 3rd one at 11 p.m..

• That would be ideal, in fact. To respect the dosage and 
therefore optimize your treatment in order to put the odds 
in your favour, make sure you understand the dosage and talk 
to your pharmacist. Together you can establish the best way 
for you to include a complex intake, such as that of an antibiotic, 
into your everyday life for a few days.

For children, a dose is often required at daycare or at school in cases 
in which a dose is required at lunchtime. Your pharmacist will certainly 
be able to guide you and provide you with everything you need to 
comply with the treatment as prescribed and herefore get rid of your 
child’s infection.

Antibiotics are medicines used to treat infections caused by bacteria, 
for example ear infections, sinusitis, pneumonia, or urinary tract 
infections. If the doctor prescribes an antibiotic, the instructions must 
be followed carefully and continue the treatment until the end to ensure 
its effectiveness. 
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In fact, for an antibiotic prescribed at the rate of three doses per day, 
one might be tempted to reduce the number of doses in order to simplify 
the treatment. However, doing this may compromise the treatment’s 
effectiveness. Respecting the dosage is essential.

How do antibiotics work 
and why are they sometimes ineffective?

There are several categories of antibiotics, and not all target the same 
types of bacteria. For example, some are more effective at working 
against bacteria in the lungs, and others are more effective at working 
against bacteria in the mouth. The doctor will choose an antibiotic based 
on the infection you have.

However, sometimes bacteria develop resistance to antibiotics. This 
problem makes certain infections more difficult to treat.

IMPORTANT:
Colds, flu, and some other infections 

are caused by viruses. Antibiotics are then 
ineffective and unnecessary.
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What is antibiotic resistance?

We talk about resistance when bacteria that are normally eliminated by 
an antibiotic become insensitive to it. This happens when the medication 
is used too much or misused.

Improper use of antibiotics allows bacteria to adapt and find a way to 
spread, despite the medication. This is just one more reason to follow 
the instructions you received when getting your antibiotic. 

It’s important to finish the treatment, even if you feel better after a few 
days. This is because even though your condition may have improved, it 
doesn’t mean that the infection is completely gone. Ceasing treatment 
before it is finished may contribute to antibiotic resistance.
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Oops! I forgot
to take my medication
People with chronic illnesses, such as diabetes or high blood pressure, 
need to take medicine every day. If this is your case, you’ve probably 
wondered whether or not you took your medication. It’s completely 
normal to occasionally forget to take your medication. On the other 
hand, it’s important to put all the chances on your side so that this 
happens as little as possible.

Several things can increase the risk of forgetting:

• Several doses are required per day;

• You have to take it at times that don’t suit you 
(e.g.: in the morning if you don’t normally eat breakfast, 
or at bedtime if you work at night);

• You don’t feel any benefit from taking your medication, 
as your illness isn’t causing you any symptoms, 
or the effect of the medication isn’t felt 
(e.g.: cholesterol-lowering medications);

• You find it difficult to swallow the product;

• You struggle using the device 
(e.g.: eye drops, a pump, a syringe, etc.);

• You lack motivation because you don’t really want 
to take the medicine, you experience side effects, or you don’t 
understand why it’s important to take the medicine. 
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Here are some tips or tools that you might find useful:

Associate taking your medication with an everyday activity. 
There are fewer omissions when taking the medication is associated 
with a well-integrated everyday activity. Synchronize your medication 
with brushing your teeth or even with a meal. Keep your medications 
in strategic places so you can see them clearly and remember to 
take them.

Properly understand how to use the medication. Read the label and 
directions carefully so that you know how much to take, when and how. 
If your medicine is supplied with a device (like a syringe, dropper, or 
pump) and its use seems complex to you, do not hesitate to ask your 
healthcare professional to explain it.

IMPORTANT
Never stop taking your medication or reduce your dosage 

without medical advice. Do not change the dose 
of your medicine without first checking with a healthcare 

professional. Some medications need to be increased or 
decreased gradually and may have an impact on your health.

Check with your healthcare professional to see if you can reduce the 
number of times you take your medication per day. Going from four to 
two doses per day can have a significant impact on your ability to follow 
your treatment, and may reduce your risk of forgetting.
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A medication schedule will let you know what medicine to take, when 
to take it and give you a way to jot down that you took it. You can also 
simply enter it in your diary, on your calendar or on your smartphone.

Equip yourself with an alarm that reminds you when to take it. 
You can set the alarm on your phone, clock radio, or watch to 
remind you to take your medication. Smartphone apps can even be 
downloaded for this purpose. Medication alarm devices are also sold 
specifically for this purpose.

The pillbox

Using a reusable pill organizer can help you manage your medication, 
especially when you have multiple medications to take. It’s a box 
that separates the times of the day as well as the days of the week. 
This product can store your capsules and tablets and helps prevent 
oversights. Several pill organizer formats are available to suit any type 
of treatment and individual lifestyle. 

Despite all this, if managing your medication becomes too complex, 
your pharmacist can take care of it. It is possible to get a pill box 
prepared by the pharmacy. These are plastic and paper medication 
delivery systems that are disposable after use. Ask your pharmacist 
about the services available at your pharmacy.
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Difficulty swallowing?

Some medicines can be cut or crushed to make them easier to 
swallow. Ask your pharmacist first, as there are medicines that must be 
swallowed whole and cannot be changed. Reduced effectiveness, 
increased side effects or a very bad taste are some possible 
consequences of improperly cutting or crushing a medication. For 
example, a drug that is designed to have a sustained release should 
not be cut or crushed, because the dose would be administered 
immediately rather than spread over several hours. You therefore risk 
experiencing side effects or an overdose. 

Also note that some medications come in different forms. Simply 
switching from a tablet to a liquid may make it easier for people who 
have difficulty swallowing to take the medicine.

A device called a “pill cutter” or “pill splitter”  can also make it easier 
to cut a tablet. Do not attempt to cut medicine with a kitchen knife, 
as the risk of injury is great and the cut’s precision very low, risking an 
inadequate dosage.

Another device that may prove useful is a pill crusher, that can be used 
to crush tablets into powder before mixing them with applesauce, for 
example.

Ask the team at the laboratory to show you the models available in your 
Familiprix branch.
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Travelling with medication:
Advice and precautions
Are you planning a short business trip, an extended backpacking 
adventure or even a family trip to a sunny destination? These trips 
usually take a lot of planning, especially if you take medication on a 
regular basis or experience jet lag. Here are some recommendations to 
help you prepare for your trip.

First, see your healthcare professional or a travel health clinic. Some 
vaccines or medications may be required depending on your chosen 
destination. Common examples are medicine for traveler's diarrhea or 
vaccines to prevent hepatitis A and B.

You should also check whether your current medication needs to be 
adjusted for your schedule or for jet lag. This is especially important if 
you are taking insulin or other medicines for diabetes, as the schedule 
often depends on your meals.

You need to consider the 
time difference when your trip lasts 

longer than 48 hours and the difference 
is at least 3 hours.

Before leaving

Before departure, make sure you have enough medication on hand 
for the entire trip and even for a few extra days in the event of the 
unforeseen. In addition, many drugs available in Canada are not available 
in other countries.



28  •  Taking medications properly  

Prior to your departure, contact your air carrier for specific guidelines 
associated with transporting medication. Also take time to check 
with the Canadian embassy in the country you’ll be visiting, as the 
medications you bring may be prohibited or accepted with restrictions. 
This measure can also apply to dietary supplements, and natural health 
or homeopathic products that are available over the counter here.

Think twice before buying medications abroad without medical advice. 
Dangerous or ineffective counterfeit drugs may be sold to you.

Finally, knowing the generic names of your medications can make it 
easier to go through customs and be particularly useful if you have 
health problems abroad. You can ask your pharmacist to add them 
to your prescription label. Remember to bring a photocopy of your 
prescription and also an up-to-date list of your medications, and keep 
them with your travel documents. This information will be useful if 
your products are lost or stolen.

During the trip

Keep your medications in your carry-on baggage to prevent them 
from being lost. If your medication needs refrigeration, be sure to 
get a device to keep it cold. You can also contact your airline to 
find out about the availability of a refrigerator in the aircraft for storing 
passenger medications. 

Ensure that each medication is left in its original container or 
in the pharmacy bottle with its label.
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Are you travelling to a sunny destination? 

Not only can the sun be harmful to your medications, some of them 
can also make your skin more sensitive to the sun or your body more 
vulnerable to dehydration. Remember to store your medications away 
from moisture, heat and light. Make sure you stay properly hydrated 
and use good sun protection to get the most out of your vacation.

We invite you to consult the Traveller’s Guide PSST!, which contains 
great information about the planning and prevention necessary for an 
amazing trip. 
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IN CONCLUSION…

Using medications properly is not as easy as it seems. This guide has 
been designed to give you some tips and tricks on how to effectively 
integrate medication into your daily life. Whether it's for a child, an adult 
or an elderly person, at home or traveling, there are always ways to 
make your life easier with medication and avoid stress or mistakes.
Remember to consult your pharmacist on this subject, as they are the 
medication specialist!

Remember to take your medications as prescribed or recommended 
by your healthcare professional to get the most optimal treatment 
possible.

Medications are there to help you, 
so use them properly for the benefit 
of your health.
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Sources and
useful links
Canadian Paediatric Society     
caringforkids.cps.ca

Familiprix 
familiprix.com

Government of Canada   
canada.ca/en/services/health
travel.gc.ca

Health Canada    
hc-sc.gc.ca 

Naître et grandir   
naitreetgrandir.com

Ordre des pharmaciens du Québec (OPQ)   
opq.org

http://caringforkids.cps.ca
http://familiprix.com
http://canada.ca/en/services/health
http://travel.gc.ca
http://hc-sc.gc.ca
http://naitreetgrandir.com
http://opq.org
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Sources and useful links

Only pharmacists are responsible for the professional activities of the pharmacy practice. 
They use various tools such as the PSST! (Plan to Stay in Shape Today) program.


