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LIVING WELL

The Medicine Cabinet Is Not Just a Cupboard

A safer home pharmacy comes down to knowing what you have, locking up the

highest-risk medicines and clearing out what no longer belongs.

The bottle you forgot about

You open a drawer for a headache tablet and find a small pharmacy instead. There are current

prescriptions, half-used bottles and something you cannot remember keeping. At the back sits

a medicine that expired long ago. The drawer closes, and the problem disappears again - until

somebody reaches for the wrong thing.

Where and how you keep prescription medicine can make a meaningful difference.

Drug-related injuries send two million people to hospital each year, including injuries involving

medication errors, adverse reactions, allergic reactions and overdoses. Storage cannot

prevent every one of them. It can remove some very ordinary opportunities for mistakes.

The first danger is confusion. Safety guidance recommends keeping prescription medicines in

their original packaging, with the safety lock tightened and secured. That keeps each medicine

connected to the information supplied with it rather than leaving loose tablets or unidentifiable

containers together.

This is not a demand for a beautifully arranged cabinet. It is a case for making the safe choice

the easy one. You should be able to identify what is in front of you, know whether it is still

current and put it away without leaving it available to somebody who should not take it.

Out of reach is only the start

Children and pets should not be able to reach your medicines. That sounds simple, but "put

away" and "secured" are not always the same thing. A bottle can be inside a drawer and still be

accessible. A safety cap can be tightened yet still sit in a place where it does not belong.

Prescription narcotics such as morphine, opioids and codeine need another layer of protection:

a locked cabinet or drawer. These controlled medicines can be dangerous when taken by

someone for whom they were not prescribed. The lock is not an accusation or a comment on

anyone in your home. It is a physical boundary.

That distinction matters because safe storage has two jobs. It helps prevent accidental

injuries, and it limits access that could lead to intentional misuse. You do not need to predict
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who might open a drawer, or why. You need to make sure the medicines carrying the greatest

risk are not freely available.

If someone may have taken a medicine accidentally, taken one that was not prescribed for

them or overdosed, the cupboard is no longer the problem to solve. Drug-related injuries can

require hospital care. Treat that moment as a medical matter requiring urgent professional

help, not as an occasion to reorganise the shelf.

The lock is not an accusation or a comment on anyone in your home. It is a physical boundary.

Expired is not a storage category

An expired prescription can feel unfinished rather than useless. Perhaps you did not need

every tablet. Perhaps you kept the remainder in case the same problem returned. But taking

expired medicine may no longer be safe or effective, and leaving it in the house creates

another opportunity for accidental use or intentional misuse.

Start by checking every prescription medicine you have for an expiry date. This is less about

maintaining a perfect inventory than making one clear decision: medicines that are expired or

no longer needed should not remain mixed with the ones you currently use.

Timely disposal reduces the chance that somebody else will take a prescription accidentally or

misuse it intentionally. The preferred route is a drug take-back programme. Permanent

disposal sites may be available in some pharmacies or hospitals, and community collection

sites may also operate periodically.

Do not improvise before checking the packaging. Some controlled substances and other

medicines can harm someone else if swallowed, and their labels may provide special disposal

instructions. Follow those instructions. If your medicines raise questions that the packaging

does not answer, ask a healthcare professional rather than guessing.

When the refrigerator goes quiet

Some medicines require refrigeration to maintain their strength, including many liquid

medicines. These do not belong in the same mental category as bottles stored in a cabinet.

Their safety depends not only on where you put them, but on whether the refrigerator has

continued working.

After a power outage lasting a day or more, refrigerated medicine should be thrown away

unless its label says otherwise. That label matters: it is the available instruction for that specific

medicine, and the general rule should not overwrite it.
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There is one difficult exception. If a life depends on a refrigerated medicine, guidance says to

use it only until a new supply becomes available. The medicine should then be replaced as soon

as possible. This is emergency advice, not a reason to keep relying on a drug whose required

storage has been interrupted.

A power failure exposes the limit of household organisation. You can keep medicine in the

correct place and still lose the conditions it needs. Once a refrigerated drug may have been

affected - especially one on which a life depends - replacing the supply becomes the priority.

Give the drawer ten minutes

On Monday, take every prescription medicine from its usual storage place and look at it. Keep

each one in its original packaging. Tighten its safety lock. Separate anything expired or no

longer needed from medicines that remain current. Do not remove tablets from their

packaging to make the collection look tidier.

Put current medicines somewhere children and pets cannot reach. Put prescription narcotics,

including morphine, opioids and codeine, in a locked cabinet or drawer. This step takes a

lockable cabinet or drawer - not a promise that nobody will touch what is inside.

Set aside unwanted medicines for a take-back programme. If no disposal site is available, first

read each label for special instructions. When there are none, mix the medicine with an inedible

substance such as dirt, cat litter or used coffee grounds, place the mixture in a sealed plastic

bag and put it in the household rubbish.

Before disposing of or recycling an empty prescription bottle, scratch out the personal

information on its label until it is unreadable. For this short reset, you need a lockable cabinet or

drawer, a sealed plastic bag and an inedible waste material. Ten minutes will not make your

home risk-free. It can make the next mistake harder to make.

Where this comes from

- Food Safety

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine · https://medlineplus.gov/foodsafety.html

- Wilson Disease

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine · https://medlineplus.gov/wilsondisease.html

- Prescription Safety: Your Prescription Medicine: Tips for Safe Storage and Disposal

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ·
https://www.cdc.gov/wtc/prescriptionsafety.html?53061b3a_page=14&e4d7314d_page=8
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- Refrigerated Drugs | Natural Disasters | CDC

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ·
https://www.cdc.gov/natural-disasters/psa-toolkit/refrigerated-drugs.html

- Safety and efficacy of recovery-promoting drugs for motor function after stroke: A
systematic review of randomized controlled trials.

Journal of rehabilitation medicine, 2019 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30805655/

- Effectiveness of pharmaceutical preparations of Periplaneta Americana (KangFuXin
liquid) in the treatment of chronic gingivitis in children with orthodontic problems: A
systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials.

Medicine, 2025 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/41204541/
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