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Better labeling could help thwart
acetaminophen overdose

May 3 2011, By Christe Bruderlin-Nelson

While well known for relieving everyday aches and pains, few realize
that when misused, acetaminophen can lead to acute liver failure and
even death, often due to accidental overdose by an uninformed
consumer. A new small study looked at what's missing in consumer
education about acetaminophen and how to overcome those gaps.

Lead author Jennifer King said the study "has demonstrated that
consumers have very poor understanding of active ingredients and
simultaneously offers a patient-centered strategy for packaging that uses
icons and plain language to increase awareness of active ingredient and
safe use."

King is project lead for medication safety research for the Health
Literacy and Learning Program in the division of internal medicine at
Northwestern University. The study appears online and in the June issue
of the American Journal of Preventive Medicine.

"Standard plain-language messages and icons designed to help consumers
more quickly identify the active ingredient and maximum dose on
traditionally text-heavy labels received positive feedback among a
diverse group of consumers," King said.

The authors say that acetaminophen overdose has overtaken viral
hepatitis as the principal cause of acute liver failure. Acetaminophen
overdose causes thousands of hospital admissions every year, many of
them accidental.
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Part of the problem might be labeling that usually contains unfamiliar
abbreviations and a too-high reading level.

"We know that a vast majority of patients in the U.S. have low health
literacy, yet we continue to provide package information at advanced
reading levels," said Rebecca Snead, executive vice president and CEO
of the National Alliance of State Pharmacy Associations.

"The study also highlights an important issue that I think most health
care professionals overlook - patients do not understand that
acetaminophen is Tylenol," Snead said. "When their doctor or
pharmacist tells them to avoid acetaminophen or Tylenol-containing
products, consumers are not aware that there are lots of acetaminophen-
containing products without the Tylenol name on the package."

Participants evaluated six different icons created by graphic artists,
which aimed to increase understanding of maximum daily doses and
active ingredients. Researchers asked for feedback about the shape,
color, clarity and meaning of each icon.

The researchers, who relied on both focus groups and individual
interviews, evaluated 45 adults and considered factors like their
knowledge of drugstore pain relievers and their literacy levels.

"It 1s important for consumers to know what they are taking and how to
use medications safely," King said. "One of the most pertinent and rapid
responses to educating consumers on acetaminophen is to seek
uniformity in use of warning messages and any potential icons across all
acetaminophen-containing over-the-counter and prescription products."

More information: King, JP, et al. Developing consumer-centered,

nonprescription drug labeling: a study in acetaminophen. Am J Prev Med
40(6), 2011.
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