
Everything you need to know about coronavirus LEARN MORE>

SingleCare

Prescriptions

Browse Prescriptions

SingleCare Discount Cards

Drug Basket

About Us

Blog

Member Agreement

Privacy Policy

Careers

FAQ

Support

Contact Us

24 Hours, 7 Days a Week
(Except Major Holidays)

Customer Support
844-234-3057

Provider support
800-960-6918

Media Inquiries

Contact Us

Social

© 2019 SingleCare Administrators. All Rights Reserved.

* Prescription savings vary by prescription and by pharmacy, and may reach up to 80% off cash price.

Pharmacy names, logos, brands, and other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

This article is not medical advice. It is intended for general informational purposes and is not meant to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the
advice of your physician or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition. If you think you may have a medical emergency, immediately call your
physician or dial 911.

   

THE CHECKUP by SingleCare HEALTH EDUCATION WELLNESS DRUG INFO NEWS MORE... SUBSCRIBE

H
EA

LT
H

 E
D

U
C

AT
IO

N

Home medication safety guide–how to keep
kids and pets safe

By SINGLECARE TEAM | MARCH 18, 2020 
Medically reviewed by GERARDO SISON, PHARM.D.

Cats Children Dogs Drug safety

Medications are powerful substances that can drastically improve our health. They also have
the power to hurt when used incorrectly or in the wrong hands.

“As a parent, you have to always remember that children are curious and natural explorers,”
says Mary Sweeney, RN, a medical consultant for parenting website Mom Loves Best. “They’ll
look in any drawer or cabinet they can. The same is true for pets. They can be curious as well
and surprisingly clever about getting into places you think they don’t know about or can’t
reach.”

Kids and pets don’t understand what’s okay to eat and what’s not. They see you taking pills
and swallowing them, so why shouldn’t they?

And if your children or pets actually do need medication, you have to assume the role of nurse
and give it to them. Different medications require different dosages, and need to be
administered at different times. Even in hospitals, mistakes happen.

Whether from their own curiosity or a mistake by the adult in their life, approximately 60,000
children, and countless pets, arrive at emergency rooms every year because they accidentally
ingested medication.

Practicing good home medication safety can ensure you don’t have to experience a frightening,
and potentially life-altering, trip to the hospital.

What is home medication safety?What is home medication safety?

Home medication safety is the practice of making sure that:

1. The human/animal who is prescribed medication is the only one who takes it.
2. The human/animal takes the medication exactly the way their medical professional

intends.

Home medication safety protects you, your children, and your pets from harm.

Why is medication safety important?Why is medication safety important?

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, adverse drug events (ADEs)
cause more than 1.3 million emergency room visits per year. Of those, 350,000 people per year
are hospitalized. ADEs are estimated to cost our healthcare system an extra $3.5 billion per
year.

Why are these events so frequent? Simply put, the introduction of new, helpful medications
means we’re taking more pills. When we have more medications to take (or give to a child or
pet), there’s a higher chance we’ll accidentally use the wrong medication or the wrong dose.

What are the 5 R’s for medication safety?What are the 5 R’s for medication safety?

Following the 5 R’s for medication safety is the best way to make sure you don’t accidentally
harm your child or pet when giving them medication.

1. Right drug
2. Right dose
3. Right time
4. Right route
5. Right person

Hospitals follow these exact steps when they give medication to patients.

Right drug

Even if you’re sure you are grabbing the pill bottle that’s right where you left it, someone else in
the house may have moved the bottles around. Make a point to look at the pill bottle, then read
the name of the drug out loud.

Right dose

One of the most common causes of adverse drug events comes from giving improper doses—
usually when people misread or mismeasure the medication amount.

Dosing pills should be simple enough: Just double-check the amount. Sometimes half-pills are
prescribed especially when the medication is being given to children or pets. This should be
clearly marked on the bottle.

Liquid medications can be more challenging because you have to measure the amount
yourself. These prescriptions sometimes come with less familiar metric measures (like
milliliters).

“Make sure to use the measuring device that came with the medication,” says Tori Hamilton,
RN, founder of parenting information site Mothericity.com. If the medication doesn’t come with
a measuring device, “a labeled syringe or cup should be used to ensure accuracy,” she says.
“Parents should avoid using spoons to measure as they are not reliable.”

Right time

Because different medications are used to treat different things, it makes sense they would
work best at different frequencies. But this can make administering medications confusing.

Some medications are taken once per day, others early in the morning and late at night, and
still others, consistently throughout the day. Following these instructions will help your child or
pet get well faster. Accidentally messing up the timing could make them worse.

The best solution is a written medication schedule. Having everything written down
chronologically will help you avoid mistakes. If there are multiple people administering
medications, a printed schedule will ensure everyone is working with the same information.

If you need help remembering when to administer medications, set alarms on your cell phone
tied to the times that are listed on the schedule. A few minutes of setup can save you from
missing a dose of medication your child or pet needs.

Right route

Double-check and say out loud where the medication must go, especially for eye drops or ear
drops.

Most pills are given orally—which can be an ordeal with fussy children. The simple fix of mixing
the medication with food is a bad idea. “It is usually best not to mix medication with food or
drink because it might interfere with the medication’s effectiveness or dilute the dose,”
according to the American Academy of Pediatrics. “Ask your child’s doctor or pharmacist before
mixing medication with food or liquid.”

To ensure you’re following the right route, be firm. Direct them to swallow the entire pill as
intended, and wait until they do. If they continue to refuse, call your doctor or pharmacist for
advice that’s appropriate for the specific medication you’re trying to administer.

With pets, pairing medication with food may be the only way to get them to take it. When your
veterinarian prescribes pills or liquid medication, ask for advice about the best way to make
sure your pet gets the correct dose.

Right person

When you have multiple people or pets taking medication, it’s easier than you’d think to give a
drug to the wrong person. As a last step before administering the medication, look again at the
medication you’re holding to make sure you’re giving it to the right patient.

How do you keep medicines safe?How do you keep medicines safe?

There are a few ways to store medications safely:

Keep medications in a locked box.
Keep the locked box on the highest shelf you can.
Make sure the shelf is in a common room like the kitchen, not a lockable one like a
bathroom.

Do you need a medication lockbox?Do you need a medication lockbox?

You need a medication lockbox if you have children or pets in your home, and you have no
other way of locking away medications. If your home has a lockable cabinet that is out of reach
for your children, that would work, too.

There are exceptions, notes Sweeney. “If you need frequent or easy access to your medication,
such as an EpiPen for life-threatening allergies, it may not be safe for your medications to be
under lock and key,” she says. “In that case, put the medications up as high as possible.”

Sweeney also notes that medicine cabinets in bathrooms aren’t very high, and children can
easily get to them on a chair or from the top of a counter. Children can also lock themselves in
the bathroom, so you can’t see what they’re doing. “Consider putting the medication on the
highest shelf you have in your bedroom closet or kitchen cabinet instead,” she says.

Is it okay to keep medicine in the fridge?Is it okay to keep medicine in the fridge?

Only keep prescription medications in the fridge if the pharmacy recommends it. If you have
children, buy a lockbox especially for these medications, and store it in the fridge. The extra
expense is worth avoiding the risk of accidental overdose by children looking for food.

Where can you get a childproof medicine cabinet?Where can you get a childproof medicine cabinet?

A childproof medicine cabinet is one that comes with a lock and key. Ask for one at your local
home improvement store.

The childproof locks available for medicine cabinets aren’t adequate to protect against the
dangers of accidental drug overdoses. As your children age, they will learn to open these locks.

As mentioned above, you can also buy a medication lockbox to safely store medications.

What can we do to make a home safe for children inWhat can we do to make a home safe for children in
relation to medication?relation to medication?

There are two important things you can do to keep your home safe for children when it comes
to medication:

Make sure your children can’t get to any medications—including vitamins and ointments.
Talk about medications with your children—the right way.

Keep all medications secure. If you don’t have a lockbox, buy one—and in the meantime, store
the medications on the highest shelf in your home. Also, ask your pharmacist to provide child-
resistant caps. You can also get lids that are made to lock pills, but you have to take the pills
out of their original bottle with the prescription information on it. This can result in confusion
when administering pills, so keeping the original bottles safe is the best option.

“If you keep medication in your purse, you should place your purse on a high shelf when you
aren’t carrying it,” says Sweeney. “If your child likes to look around in your purse, you need to
teach them your purse is your private property and they aren’t to look in there.”

Remember: Just because a bottle, vial, or case is sold over-the-counter doesn’t mean it’s not
dangerous. Protect your kids from their own curiosity by keeping these items out of their reach
at all times.

Also, dispose of extra or unused medications safely. The chance they will come in handy
someday is not worth the risk of a child or pet accidentally ingesting them.

And, no matter how many safety precautions you take, keep the Poison Control hotline number
prominently displayed in your home. The number is 800-222-1222, and it connects you to a
local poison control center in case of an accidental overdose. They will help you decide what to
do next.

Talking to kids about medicationTalking to kids about medication

Let’s start with what not to say to your children about medication. Never tell a child that
medication is “candy” or that “you’ll like it” in an effort to get them to take it.

If they think medication is candy (or if they’re taking drugs that look like candy), they will want
more, and they could end up taking something that makes them sick.

Tell kids the truth about medications. “Explain that medications are a good thing when taken
properly,” says Sweeney. “But if too much is taken or it is taken when not needed, there can be
harmful consequences.” This medicine safety coloring book can help you get the conversation
started.

Kids love to mimic their parents, so if they see you taking medication, they may want to try it.
Sometimes, children will say they have a headache or stomachache so they can get a taste of
the pills their parents use. Make sure you see actual symptoms of an illness before giving your
children medication to treat it. Also, consult a doctor or pharmacist to ensure that the
medication is appropriate for their age.

What can we do to make a home safe for pets inWhat can we do to make a home safe for pets in
relation to medication?relation to medication?

The most important thing you can do to keep your home safe for pets when it comes to
medication? Don’t give it to them unless directed by a veterinarian.

“Pets are not small children,” says Sara Ochoa, DVM, a small animal and exotic veterinarian in
Texas and veterinary consultant for doglab.com. “Do not give them human medication without
talking with your vet. This could be dangerous and even deadly.”

Yes, some prescription and over-the-counter medications are safe for animals. Some dogs are
prescribed Prozac, for example, and short-term anxiety medications can be a good solution for
your pet’s fear of fireworks. But don’t make this call on your own. No amount of online research
is a substitute for your vet’s years of training. Call and ask them before you do something that
makes your pet’s problem worse.

Keep pets away from everything they might eatKeep pets away from everything they might eat

The other most important thing? Keep medication and medical equipment safe from the
indiscriminate foraging that pets often do. With pets, anything can happen, and often does.

Kassandra Nielsen, DVM, a veterinarian at October Road Veterinary Services in Woodstock,
Connecticut, has removed Legos, baby pacifiers, Nerf darts, and even a baby Jesus from the
stomachs of pets. One recent horror story she shares describes a pet owner hearing a loud
pop and hissing sound, and looking up to see her Australian cattle dog chomping on her son’s
albuterol inhaler.

“Even a small amount of albuterol can cause life-threatening side effects,” Dr. Nielsen says.
“From mild ones like agitation and tremors, to more serious ones like dangerously high heart
rates, high blood pressure, and seizures. The dog spent 24 hours in the hospital until her heart
rate and blood pressure stabilized.”

Make sure all of your medications are on the highest shelf you have, and out of reach of your
curious pets. Again, a lockbox is an excellent precaution that means you’ll never have to worry
about an accidental overdose by your pet.

Simple precautions give you outstanding protectionSimple precautions give you outstanding protection
against adverse drug eventsagainst adverse drug events

Protecting your kids and pets from accidental overdoses is important and easy. Follow the 5 R’s
when you administer medication, and when you’re done, lock away that medication. It’s a small
investment of time, attention, and money that will give you ample peace of mind.

Also Read
Here’s how to create a pet first aid kit (and why you should) 
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