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Abstract- There have been increasing reports of misuse of a 

range of prescription and over-the-counter (OTC) drugs for 

recreational purposes. The use of psychoactive 

pharmaceuticals and 'pharming' are new, widespread 

phenomena involving the non-medical use of prescription and 

OTC drugs, which are recreationally used to achieve 

psychoactive effects either on their own or in combination 

with other substances. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

 A variety of terms are used to describe when over the 

counter (OTC) and prescription only medication (POM) are 

used in a way other than as the manufacturers intended or as 

di- rected by a healthcare professional. In this research 

'misuse' is used to describe the in- tentional inappropriate use 

of products. (where the administration route or dose may be 

altered), for non-medical purposes. This term is also used to 

describe specialist treat- ment providers, since across the UK, 

they continue to be commissioned as "substance misuse 

services (SMSs). Although misuse' is contested by some who 

may view it as stigmatising and inaccurate, 'an exception may 

be claimed if people are using pharma- ceuticals in ways that 

goes against advice from the supplier'. 

 

This article aims to undertake a comprehensive 

review of the relevant literature describing the drugs primarily 

associated with potential diversion, typical patterns of their 

misuse, and harms associated with medicine abuse; report 

factors which might influence and exacerbate diversion in the 

current COVID-19 crisis; and consider how pharmacists can 

play a crucial role in the reduction and prevention of substance 

abuse. 

 

Material and Methods 

 

This review is reported in line with PRISMA. The 

protocol has been registered on PROSPERO 

(CRD42020135216) and separately published. A search of 

Cochrane, OVID Medline, Pubmed, Scopus and Web of 

Science databases and grey literature was un- dertaken. Only 

English language publica- tions outlining OTC/POM misuse 

by adults in receipt of psychological/pharmacological 

interventions for substance misuse were in- cluded. Two 

reviewers conducted the title. abstract and full-text reviews 

using predeter- mined selection criteria and a piloted data 

extraction form to ensure a consistent ap- proach. A third 

reviewer resolved disagree- ments and the Mixed Methods 

Appraisal Tool assessed for bias. Ethical approval was not 

required. 

 

Eligibility criteria 

 

This review will consist of published studies which must meet 

all the following criteria: 

 

● Adult participants (18 years or over)  

● People who are misusing OTC/POM for non-medical 

purposes. 

 

Prescription drug misuse 

 

● Quetiapine 

● Gabapentinoids 

● Z-drugs(zolpidem, zaleplon,zopiclon) 

● Bupropion 

● Venlafaxine 

 

Quetiapine 

 

According to the literature, quetiapine appears to be 

the most documented second-generation antipsychotic being 

abused due to its sedative, relaxant and anxiolytic 

characteristics [58-59). High rates of quetiapine-related 

ambulance attendances/emergency department visits have 

been reported: data from the 2005 to 2011 Drug Abuse 

Warning Network (DAWN) for prevalence of emergency 

department (ED) visits among the U.S. general population 

involving quetiapine showed an increase between 2005 and 

2011, from 35.581 ED visits to 67,497 [60] Similar data 

regarding increasing quetiapine rates of ambulance 

attendances have been recorded in Australia, and associated 
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with concurrent heroin and opioid replacement therapy 

toxicity, history of heroin and alcohol misuse, and mood 

disorders (61). Moreover, drug-seeking behaviours, such as an 

illicit drug provision, and an increase in quetiapine availability 

on the black-market have been registered [62]. Prison inmates, 

psychiatric outpatients, users with a history of drug misuse 

and opioid addicts represent the most at-risk of misusing 

populations. 

 

Venlafaxine 

 

Venlafaxine is an antidepressant in the serotonin-

norepinephrine reuptake inhibitor class [44]. Its recreational 

use is related to its reuptake inhibition with dose-dependent 

effects on selective serotonin (5-HT) transmission at low 

doses (<150 mg/day); on both 5-HT and norepinephrine 

systems at moderate doses (>150 mg/day); and on dopamine at 

high doses (>300 mg/day) 

 

Over-the-counter drugs misuse 

 
Diphenhydramine 

 

It can treat pain and itching caused by insect bites, 

minor cuts, burns, poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac 

when applied topically. In its oral form, it can treat hay fever, 

allergies, cold symptoms, and insomnia. In its injected form, it 

can treat severe allergic reactions, motion sickness, and 

symptoms of Parkinson's disease. 

 

 

Promethazine 

 

Promethazine is an antihistamine sometimes used as 

a sleeping pill. It is also known by the trade names Phenergan 

and Sominex. 
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It's available to buy without a prescription from a 

doctor. It is an ingredient in some over-the- counter cold and 

flu medicines, such as Night Nurse. 

 

As a histamine (H)1 receptor antagonist, 

promethazine is commonly used for symptomatic relief from 

nausea and vomiting, for allergic conditions, motion sickness, 

and the common cold. Often available with codeine in 

common cough suppressants, its abuse potential appears 

related to its calming and sedating effect, and enhancement of 

other co-ingested substances 

 

Abuse of drug during the Covid-19 pandemic 

 

The impact of COVID-19 on self-medication practice 

can be explained in several ways. 14 First, lack of access to 

healthcare, especially in the first wave of the pandemic, in 

which hospital consultations were restricted. Second, fear of 

contracting the virus could reflect a lack of confidence in 

preventative measures. Third, unavailability of physicians 

either due to crowding or being infected. Fourth, COVID-19-

related misinformation on social media, and fifth, accessibility 

of medicines after the large-scale implementa- tion of online 

drug ordering and home deliv- ery of medication worldwide. 

 

Early warning tools that enable pharmacists and other 

professionals to monitor patients’ OTC medicine dispensing 

history could assist in identifying potential abuse. However, 

the Real Time Prescription Monitoring (RTPM) systems that 

have been adopted in Canada, Australia, and the United States 

only monitor controlled medicines, and mixed data are 

available regarding the effectiveness of these systems in 

reducing the abuse of drugs.Therefore, the extension of RTPM 

systems to include OTC medicines could help identify those 

patients at risk of OTC medicine abuse. 

 
 

Pharmacist's role in drug abuse prevention, education, and 

assistance 

 

As more users turn from street drugs to 

prescription/OTC products, pharmacists must increase their 

vigilance when supplying medicines, and be aware of 

medicines' potential to end up on the black market . 

Pharmacists have long taken responsibility for assuming an 

important role in substance abuse prevention, education, and 

enhancing their services during and post- pandemics to 

support their patients . As healthcare providers, they should 

participate in or contribute to the development of specific 

prevention and assistance programmes within healthcare 

organisations or public services avoid potentially risky 

prescribing practices (eg. prescribing larger quantities of pain 

medication than is clinically needed); and collaborate with 

outpatient and ambulatory care providers to prevent substance 

abuse after discharge. 

 

Implications for practice 

 

Pharmacists can help prevent medicines misuse and diversion 

by: 

 

Giving clear information about the effects 

medications may have: providing advice about any possible 

drug interactions;Making drug records that might prevent 

consultations with multiple doctors and subsequent duplicate 

prescriptions (doctor shopping) for a drug with misuse 

potential. 
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II. CONCLUSIONS 

 

With the substantial increase in the preva- lence of 

self-medication of OTC medicines during the pandemic, the 

patterns of abuse and misuse of these medicines could be in- 

creased. Maintaining people's mental health, patient education 

about medication use and adverse events, minimising 

misinformation and rumours, and improving access to health- 

care in a pandemic are recommended to be implemented in a 

multifactorial strategy for the prevention of abuse and misuse 

of OTC medicines in a pandemic. 

 

The abuse of prescription and OTC drugs has become 

of increasing public concern across the globe. The current 

drug scenarios are greatly challenging health care providers 

and pharmacists, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

These healthcare professionals are recommended to be vigilant 

and develop strategies to ensure continuity of care for people 

who use drugs and people with drug use disorders and prevent 

possible medicines' misuse and diversion. 
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