
  Dealing with Pain Series : Over the Counter Medicines for Pain Relief                      Page 1              
 

PAIN RELIEF FOUNDATION

 www.painrelieffoundation.org.uk
 

     

      Introduction
¨There is a wide range of pain relief medicines available without prescription from
chemists and supermarkets these days. This leaflets explains how these medicines
work and when they could be taken. Pain relief medicines are also called analgesics.

    
     What are these medicines?

There are 3 main types of pain relief medicine available:

      Paracetamol 

       Anti-inflammatories. (Also known as Non Steroidal Anti-inflammatory Drugs NSAIDs).
Ibuprofen and aspirin are the only anti-inflammatories available without a prescription. 

  
     Weak opiates. Codeine and dihydrocodeine in combination with other painkillers are

available over-the-counter. 

 These types of medicines are often sold in combinations such as paracetamol with
codeine eg. Solpadeine®, Veganin® or ibuprofen with codeine eg. Nurofen® Plus,
Solpaflex®, Dihydrocodeine with paracetamol eg. Paramol® In addition many
preparations also contain caffeine, a mild stimulant also found in coffee and tea. 

Many “cold and ‘flu” remedies containing these painkillers also contain
decongestants, but decongestants are outside the scope of this leaflet.

 Note that brand named medicines are always more expensive than unbranded non-
proprietary medicines but they contain the same drug eg. Panadol® which is simply
paracetamol and Nurofen® which is ibuprofen. 

  
Always read the labels. Make sure you know what the medicine contains. Many of
these products are unsuitable for children, the elderly, pregnant women and breast
feeding mothers. Never exceed the maximum recommended dose. If you have any
questions always ask your pharmacist (chemist) or doctor. They will be pleased to
offer help and advice.
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   This booklet was written by the staff of the Pain Relief Foundation and
endorsed by The Walton Centre Pain Team, Walton Centre for Neurology &
Neurosurgery, Lower Lane, Liverpool, L9 7LJ, UK . www.thewaltoncentre.nhs.uk
 
 
 
The Pain Relief Foundation is a registered charity. If you found this leaflet
useful please consider donating to the Foundation. Every donation helps to
fund research into the treatment of chronic pain conditions.
 
 

 
 

Copies of this leaflet are available from The Pain Relief Foundation, Clinical
Sciences Centre, University Hospital Aintree, Lower Lane, Liverpool L9 7AL,

Registered Charity No. 1156227 Tel. 0151 529 5820,   
Hayley.McCullough@painrelieffoundation.org.uk
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Disclaimer: If you have a pain problem which needs treatment you must
contact your own doctor. He can refer you to a pain clinic in your area. This

leaflet is for information only and should not be treated as a substitute for the
medical advice of your doctor. The Pain Relief Foundation cannot offer

individual medical advice
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     WHAT ARE THE ACTIONS OF THESE DRUGS? ARE THERE ANY SIDE EFFECTS?       
               

PARACETAMOL ACTS AS A PAINKILLER AND IS USEFUL FOR MILD TO MODERATE PAIN. IT
CAUSES LESS IRRITATION OF THE STOMACH THAN ASPIRIN AND IBUPROFEN WHICH
MAKES IT SUITABLE FOR LONG TERM USE. PARACETAMOL REDUCES FEVERS (HIGH
TEMPERATURE) AND IS OFTEN USED IN COLD AND FLU REMEDIES IN COMBINATION WITH
A DECONGESTANT. 
OVERDOSES OF PARACETAMOL ARE VERY DANGEROUS AND CAN CAUSE LIVER DAMAGE
LEADING TO PERMANENT HARM OR DEATH. IF YOU OR SOMEONE ELSE HAS TAKEN AN
OVERDOSE, TELL YOUR DOCTOR OR GO TO YOUR NEAREST A & E DEPARTMENT
IMMEDIATELY.  PARACETAMOL IS SUITABLE FOR CHILDREN AND MANY CHILD
PREPARATIONS ARE AVAILABLE, OFTEN AS A LIQUID EG. CALPOL. 

 
 ASPIRIN ACTS AS A PAINKILLER AND IS USEFUL FOR MILD TO MODERATE PAIN, SUCH AS
MUSCLE PAIN AND HEADACHE. IT ALSO HAS ANTI-INFLAMMATORY PROPERTIES BUT
IBUPROFEN IS BETTER. ASPIRIN IS ALSO USEFUL FOR REDUCING FEVER (HIGH
TEMPERATURES). ASPIRIN IS BEST FOR SHORT LASTING PAIN AND SHOULD NOT BE USED
FOR LONG TERM PAIN. ASPIRIN ALSO HAS ANTI-PLATELET OR BLOOD THINNING
PROPERTIES AND IS USED TO PREVENT DEEP VEIN THROMBOSIS, STROKE AND HEART
ATTACKS. (ASPIRIN SHOULD NOT BE TAKEN WITH WARFARIN). ASPIRIN CAN CAUSE
IRRITATION OF THE STOMACH AND SHOULD BE TAKEN WITH OR AFTER FOOD. SOME
PEOPLE CAN BE ALLERGIC TO ASPIRIN. ASPIRIN SHOULD NOT BE GIVEN TO CHILDREN
UNDER 16 YEARS.

 
 IBUPROFEN ACTS AS A PAINKILLER AND HAS ANTI-INFLAMMATORY PROPERTIES. IT IS
USEFUL FOR PERIOD PAIN, HEADACHE INCLUDING MIGRAINE AND FOR PAIN WITH
INFLAMMATION SUCH AS ARTHRITIS. IBUPROFEN CAN BE TAKEN FOR LONG TERM
CHRONIC CONDITIONS EG. BACK PAIN AND ARTHRITIS. IBUPROFEN REDUCES FEVERS
AND IS OFTEN USED IN COLD AND FLU REMEDIES IN COMBINATION WITH A
DECONGESTANT. IBUPROFEN CAN IRRITATE THE STOMACH AND SHOULD NOT BE TAKEN
AT THE SAME TIME AS ASPIRIN. IT SHOULD ALWAYS BE TAKEN WITH FOOD. IBUPROFEN
CAN CAUSE A STOMACH ULCER WHICH COULD BLEED. THIS IS MORE LIKELY IN OLDER
PEOPLE (OVER 60 YEARS). IT SHOULD NOT BE TAKEN BY PEOPLE WHO ARE ALLERGIC TO
NSAIDS OR ASPIRIN. 

 
CODEINE AND DIHYDROCODEINE ARE WEAK MORPHINE-LIKE MEDICINES THAT ACT AS
PAINKILLERS. PREPARATIONS CONTAINING CODEINE OR DIHYDROCODEINE TOGETHER
WITH PARACETAMOL OR CODEINE WITH IBUPROFEN ARE AVAILABLE WITHOUT A
PRESCRIPTION. THESE ARE USEFUL FOR MILD TO MODERATE PAIN. CODEINE AND
DIHYDROCODEINE CAN CAUSE SIDE EFFECTS SUCH AS CONSTIPATION, NAUSEA,
VOMITING AND DROWSINESS. 
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  WHICH PAINKILLERS SHOULD I TAKE?

FOR ANY PAIN PROBLEM TRY PARACETAMOL FIRST. IBUPROFEN MAY BE BETTER FOR
SOME PAIN BUT OLDER PEOPLE SHOULD AVOID IBUPROFEN. CODEINE WITH
PARACETAMOL MAY WORK BETTER THAN PARACETAMOL ALONE. 
MAKE SURE YOU KNOW WHAT MEDICINES ARE IN COMBINED PREPARATIONS AND READ
THE INFORMATION LEAFLET PROVIDED IN THE PACKET BEFORE TAKING THE MEDICINE.
NEVER EXCEED THE RECOMMENDED DOSE OF ANY MEDICINE.
OVER-THE-COUNTER PAINKILLERS SHOULD NOT BE TAKEN CONTINUOUSLY. IF THE PAIN
PERSISTS YOU SHOULD CONSULT YOUR GP. 
OVERUSE OF PAINKILLERS FOR HEADACHE CAN CAUSE CHRONIC DAILY HEADACHES. IF
YOU TAKE ANY PAINKILLER FOR HEADACHE YOU SHOULD HAVE AT LEAST 3 DAYS EACH
WEEK WITHOUT TAKING ANY PAINKILLERS.

 CREAMS AND OINTMENTS—TOPICAL PREPARATIONS

PAIN RELIEF CREAMS WHICH ARE RUBBED INTO THE SKIN OFTEN WORK BY PRODUCING
MILD IRRITATION OF THE SKIN (COUNTER IRRITATION) EG. PRODUCTS CONTAINING
CAPSAICIN OR MUSTARD OIL WHICH CAUSE A BURNING SENSATION, OR MENTHOL AND
CAMPHOR WHICH PRODUCE HEAT. THEY CAN BE USEFUL FOR SUPERFICIAL OR DEEP PAIN
OF MUSCLES, TENDONS AND JOINTS. 

TOPICAL NSAIDS SUCH AS IBUPROFEN AND PRODUCTS CONTAINING ASPIRIN MAY GIVE
SOME RELIEF IN MUSCLE AND JOINT PAIN ALTHOUGH THEIR BENEFICIAL EFFECT IS NOT
PROVEN. 
 THESE PREPARATIONS OFTEN COME IN VARIOUS COMBINATIONS EG. ASPIRIN WITH
MENTHOL, ACETIC ACID WITH TURPENTINE, AND MAY CONTAIN CAMPHOR, EUCALYPTUS
OIL, CAPSAICIN, ARACHIS OIL, CLOVE OIL AND OTHER IRRITANTS. 

USE GENTLE MASSAGE ONLY. AVOID YOUR FACE AND EYES. WASH HANDS AFTER USE. DO
NOT USE EXCESSIVE AMOUNTS. DO NOT USE ON CHILDREN. READ THE LIST OF
CONTENTS AND FOLLOW ALL MANUFACTURERS INSTRUCTIONS. 

 
 REMEMBER TO SPEAK TO YOUR PHARMACIST OR DOCTOR IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS

ABOUT PAIN RELIEF MEDICINES.
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