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How to safely dispose of leftover 
prescription medication

Many households have prescription drugs that are expired or unused. These drugs, especially 
opioid painkillers, can be dangerous and need to be disposed of promptly and properly.

Why you shouldn’t keep unused prescription drugs
•  Poisoning Risks: Children or pets may be accidentally poisoned by swallowing medicine. One study reported 

that nearly 248,000 children visiting emergency rooms between 2001 and 2008 had been accidentally poisoned 
by ingesting prescription medications.1 In 2011, prescription human medications were the number one cause 
of pet poisoning.2 Cardiac and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder medications were the most prevalent.

•  Availability: Family members, friends or other visitors to your home may take your drugs 
for their own use or sell them if they are accessible. More than 70% of people who abuse 
prescription painkillers obtained them from family or friends, with or without permission.3

•  Medication Shelf-Life and Misuse: Some medicines degrade over time and some 
can become ineffective. Antibiotics should never be taken without a doctor’s permission 
as they can make your infection antibiotic-resistant and hard to treat.

•  Dangers of Self-Medicating: Self-medicating by taking someone else’s medicine or your own unused 
medicine may lead to misread symptoms and potentially delayed treatment of a serious medical problem. 
Some medications also have dangerous interactions with each other and with foods that may not be noted 
on the label. Doctors look at medical history, symptoms and interactions before prescribing drugs.

•  Suicide Attempts: Sometimes people attempt suicide by swallowing whatever is in 
the medicine cabinet. Prescription drugs and over-the-counter medications accounted 
for 94% of emergency room visits related to suicide attempts in 2009.4

How to safely dispose of your leftover drugs
Most prescriptions should not be flushed down the toilet or poured in a drain because they 
can pollute water supplies. In some states, it is illegal to flush any medications.

Your community may have a drug take-back program.  Take-back programs and events allow the 
public to bring unused drugs to a central location for proper disposal.  In addition to take-back 
programs, many pharmacies offer mail-back programs where you can pick up a drug disposal envelope 
at their nearest store.  Most pharmacies charge a small fee for a postage paid envelope.  

If your community does not offer a drug take-back or mail-back program, you can visit  
nsc.org/disposalresources to learn how to safely dispose of unused medications.
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unused or old 
medication is 
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keep in your 
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important for 
you to know 

how to properly 
dispose of it.
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