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Pain Management: Safe Use of Over-the-Counter Pain Relievers 
 

Managing short-term pain—whether from an injury, a sinus headache, or joint swelling—often starts in 
your home medicine cabinet. The two most common types of over the counter (OTC) pain medications are 
Acetaminophen and Nonsteroidal Anti-inflammatory Drugs (NSAIDs). While both are highly effective, they work 
differently in the body and carry unique safety rules that every patient should know. 

 
Acetaminophen (Tylenol or internationally known as Paracetamol) 

 
Acetaminophen is a pain reliever and fever reducer. It works primarily in the central nervous system to block pain 
signals to the brain. 

• Best Used For: Headaches, sore throats, fevers, and general aches. 
• The Big Advantage: It is gentle on the stomach and is generally the safest choice for individuals with 

kidney issues, high blood pressure, or those taking blood thinners. 
• The Golden Rule: Protect your liver. The absolute maximum dose for a healthy adult is 4,000 mg in a 24-

hour period (and often lower, around 3,000 mg, for older adults or those with liver conditions). 
 
Watch Out for "Hidden" Acetaminophen: Acetaminophen is a primary ingredient in hundreds of multi-symptom 
cold, flu, and sinus medications (like NyQuil or Sudafed PE). To avoid an accidental overdose, always check the 
active ingredients list on every package. If one medication contains acetaminophen, do not take it alongside 
Tylenol. 

 
NSAIDs (Ibuprofen, Naproxen, Aspirin) 
 
NSAIDs reduce pain and fever, but unlike acetaminophen, they also target and reduce tissue inflammation and 
swelling. 

• Common Examples: Ibuprofen (Advil, Motrin) and Naproxen Sodium (Aleve). 
• Best Used For: Inflammatory pain, such as sprains, muscle strains, arthritis, toothaches, and sinus 

pressure swelling. 
• The Golden Rule: Protect your stomach and kidneys. NSAIDs block certain enzymes that protect your 

stomach lining. To prevent irritation, heartburn, or ulcers, always take NSAIDs with a meal, snack, or a full 
glass of milk. 
 

Understanding the Differences: 
• Ibuprofen acts quickly but wears off faster, usually requiring a dose every 4 to 6 hours. 
• Naproxen takes slightly longer to kick in, but provides long-lasting relief, typically requiring a dose 

only every 12 hours. 
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NSAID Safety Checklist: Who Should Avoid Them? 
While safe for short-term use for most people, NSAIDs can cause serious complications for certain individuals.  
Talk to a healthcare provider before taking NSAIDs if you have: 

• High Blood Pressure or Heart Conditions: NSAIDs can cause the body to retain fluid, which elevates 
blood pressure and puts extra strain on the heart. 

• Kidney Disease: NSAIDs restrict blood flow to the kidneys, which can worsen existing kidney function. 
• Stomach Ulcers or GERD: Due to their effect on the stomach lining, NSAIDs increase the risk of 

gastrointestinal bleeding. 
• Blood Thinners: Taking an NSAID while on a prescription blood thinner drastically increases your risk of 

internal bleeding. 

 
 
Smart Practices for Safe Pain Relief 

• The "Single-Ingredient" Strategy: Treat your specific symptoms directly. If you only have a headache, 
take a dedicated pain reliever rather than a multi-symptom cold formula. This minimizes unnecessary side 
effects. 

• Alternating Medications: If a fever or pain is severe and not controlled by one medication alone, it is 
generally safe to alternate between Acetaminophen and Ibuprofen, as they are processed by different 
organs (the liver and kidneys, respectively). Always track the timing and doses closely on a piece of paper. 

• Limit Your Timeline: OTC pain relievers are designed for short-term relief. If you find yourself relying on 
them for more than 10 consecutive days for pain (or 3 days for a fever), pause and contact your healthcare 
provider for a comprehensive evaluation. 

 

 
Final thought: Using any pain medication (NSAIDs, Acetaminophen, or prescription strength medication) 
needs to be approached with caution, and use these medications only as long as needed to avoid 
complications. Take when needed, avoid whenever possible.  
 
 
The above information was reviewed and validated by David Campbell-O’Dell, DNP, APRN-IP, FNP-BC, FAANP 
 


