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COLD AND FLU SEASON

Your Guide to  
Over-The-Counter Medicine

Staying healthy this cold and flu season can start with a visit to your 
local pharmacy when symptoms arise. But navigating the shelves 
stocked with many different “over the counter” (OTC) products can 

often be overwhelming. Many brands have multiple different formulations. 
How can you ensure you select the one that’s right for you?

Following are highlights from an informational conversation with  
Brown Medicine Pharmacists Amy Rumanowski and Austin Faria,  

to help guide your use of non-prescription medications this season:

AMY: When you’re not feeling well, it’s 
best if your physician provides you with 
instructions on specific ingredients to look 
for in OTC medication that can help you 
manage specific symptoms vs. suggesting 
a general brand name OTC medication. 
If you need cough medicine, for example, 
there are so many different kinds available 
at your local pharmacy. Selecting the best 
product can be overwhelming. Always look 
at the ingredients on the drug facts label 
and feel comfortable enough to ask the 
pharmacist for advice - they are available 
to help!

AUSTIN: Depending on whether your cough is dry or wet, should you 
buy a mixture that is labeled “regular, CF, DM Max, DM, or D”? Do you 
purchase a soothing syrup, cough suppressant or expectorant? This is why 
looking at the ingredients is important. Be sure to purchase a product 
based on your doctor or pharmacist’s recommendation to treat the 
specific symptoms you are experiencing. Many people may not know that 
products with a “D” contain a decongestant, such as pseudoephedrine 
(brand name: Sudafed). Many combination cough and cold medications 
contain acetaminophen, so use caution if you are taking other pain 
relievers already, so as to prevent taking excess doses which can have 
potential side effects if used long enough or if the dose is too high.

AUSTIN: There’s generally not a need to take OTC medications as a 
seasonal preventive measure. Physicians treat symptoms in the moment 
when a patient is presenting with cold- or flu-like symptoms. Bronchitis, 
colds and flu are most often viral infections vs. bacterial infections which 
are treated with antibiotics. Antibiotics do not treat viral infections, 
therefore, viral infections need to take their course. The aim is to treat the 
symptoms vs. kill the virus.

AMY:  There are many products that claim they may help with immune 
response as a preventive measure. Vitamin C can be taken to help boost 
the immune system however, for patients with diabetes that test their 

blood sugars using CGM (continuous 
glucose monitors), blood glucose 
readings may be altered if patients take 
high amounts. Sometimes supplements 
can cause more harm than benefit. 
Elderberry is a natural supplement that 
has potential anti-viral properties, but 
scientific data supports that its impact is 
mild, if any.

AUSTIN: A variety of prescribed 
medications interact with OTC meds 
in general, such as pain and sedative 
medications and blood thinners 

(warfarin). Check with your healthcare provider or pharmacist for 
safer options for cold and flu medications if you are taking these. 
Decongestants are known to increase blood pressure and make people feel 
jittery because its active ingredient is a stimulant that causes increased 
heart rate, which can feel similar to drinking caffeinated coffee. If your 
blood pressure is well controlled on medications already, it may be safe 
for you to take a decongestant but be sure to check with your pharmacist 
or doctor. Note that certain foods and beverages can interact with 
medications as well, making them less effective or causing side effects.

AMY: Extended use of stimulants leads to cardiovascular issues. It’s 
important to treat only when you need to use the medication. For 
example, some nasal sprays are recommended for no longer than three 
days or you can have rebound congestion, or the medication could stop 
working and a person can end up reliant on it.

AUSTIN: A lot of OTC medication is used for short-term therapy. If you’re 
having symptoms of any kind that last more than one or two weeks, seek 
assistance from your medical provider to get to the root cause. OTC 
medications have instructions on what’s safe to use without supervision 
from a provider. For example, ibuprofen can be prescribed at higher 
doses than what you can get in the aisle. Higher doses require follow up 
with your provider to ensure safe use and are prescribed for more severe 
complications. Always let your provider and pharmacist know what 
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