
7. What should I do if I feel unwell after

taking my medicine?

Check your patient information leaflet for 
information on side effects and action to take.

If in doubt, speak to your doctor, nurse or 
pharmacist or call NHS Direct, NHS Direct 
Wales/Galw echyd Cymru or NHS 24 (Scotland)
on the numbers at the end of this leaflet.

For worrying or serious effects you may be 
told to stop taking the medicine, or receive other
treatment.

For less serious side effects, you may be 
advised to continue with your medicine, or 
change the dose.

You or your healthcare provider can report 
suspected side effects in confidence to the 
drug safety watchdog (MHRA) on a Yellow 
Card.

8. Will my medicine affect my lifestyle?

Although most medicines will not affect your 
lifestyle, some can. For example:

• Some medicines may affect your vision 
or co-ordination or make you sleepy. This may 
affect your ability to drive, ride a bicycle or 
perform skilled tasks safely.

• Some medicines may affect your sex drive.

• You may need to stop drinking alcohol or eating
certain foods while taking some medicines.

Important: your patient information leaflet will tell
you about the effects a medicine might have on
lifestyle issues and things you should avoid.

Need further advice?

If you need further advice about medicines 
you can ask your doctor or pharmacist or call 
NHS Direct & NHS  Wales/Galw echyd Cymru
on 0845 46 47 (text phone 0845 606 46 47) or
NHS 24 (Scotland) on 08454 24 24 (textphone
18001 08454 24 24).

How do I report a suspected side effect?

Yellow Card forms are available from pharmacies
and other outlets across the NHS or from the
Yellow Card hotline on freephone 0808 100 3352.
Reports can also be completed on the web at
www.yellowcard.gov.uk

What is the MHRA?

The Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory
Agency (MHRA) is the government agency 
responsible for ensuring that medicines and medical
devices work, and are acceptably safe. We keep watch
over medicines and devices, and take action to protect
the public promptly if there is a problem.

For more information on the MHRA and its work visit
www.mhra.gov.uk, email info@mhra.gsi.gov.uk or
telephone 020 7084 2000.

Taking 
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effects

You will find more information 
about your medicine in the 

patient information leaflet 

provided with your medicine.

If you have received a medicine 

but no leaflet, please ask your 

pharmacist to get one for you.

Most people take medicines without suffering any
side effects. But some people react badly, so read
on …
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1. What do medicines do?
The medicine you are taking may:

• Treat your condition -  
e.g. an antibiotic, to treat certain infections.

• Control your condition -  
e.g. a medicine to lower your blood pressure.

•  Treat the symptoms of your condition - 
e.g. a painkiller for toothache.

• Prevent you from becoming unwell - 
e.g. a vaccination against disease.

2. Will my medicine cause side effects?

The benefit of taking your medicine is expected 
to be greater than the risk of suffering any 
unwanted side effects.

Most people take medicines without suffering 
any unwanted side effects.

But all medicines can cause problems.
Your patient information leaflet will list all the 
known side effects linked to your medicine.

3. What is meant by a “common” 
or “rare” side effect?

The chance (the risk) of having a side effect
can be described using words or figures or 
both. This is how risk may be described in 
your patient information leaflet:

• Very common means that more than 1 in 10 
people taking the medicine are likely to have the 
side effect.

• Common means that between 1 in 10 
and 1 in 100 people are affected.

• Uncommon means that between 1 in 100 
and 1 in 1,000 people are affected.

• Rare means that between 1 in 1,000 and 
1 in 10,000 people are affected.

• Very rare means that fewer than 1 in 10,000 
people are affected.

Important: if a side effect has a risk of 1 in 10,000,
then 9,999 out of every 10,000 people taking the
medicine are not expected to experience that side
effect.

4. How much medicine should I take?

To get the most benefit from your medicine 
you need to take the dose recommended for you,
for the length of time advised.

For medicines you have bought without a 
prescription, the dose is written on the carton 
or label and in the patient information leaflet.
Do not take more than the maximum dose.

For medicines that have been prescribed for 
you, the dose will be on the pharmacy label.
This dose takes into account your age, weight,
how ill you are and any other medicines you may
be taking. Only change this dose if you have 
discussed it with the person who prescribed it.

In general, a high dose of a medicine is more 
likely to cause side effects. However, high doses
may be needed to ensure maximum benefit.

With some medicines, you start on a low dose 
and gradually increase the dose. With other 
medicines you will stay on the same dose 
throughout your course of treatment.

Sometimes, when you need to stop taking a 
medicine, your doctor will gradually reduce the 
dose to avoid unpleasant withdrawal effects.

Important: check the patient information leaflet
and speak to your doctor or pharmacist if you feel
unwell after your dose has changed.

5. How can I reduce the risk of side 

effects?

Take your medicine as advised by the 

pharmacist or the person who prescribed it. 

If you bought the medicine yourself, follow the 
dosage instructions on the packaging.

Be careful about mixing medicines. Some 
medicines should not be taken together. Before 
taking a new medicine, it is important to tell the 
pharmacist or whoever prescribed it about any 
other medicines you are already taking. Don’t 
forget to tell them about herbal remedies or any 
non-prescription medicines you may have bought
in a pharmacy or supermarket.

Be aware that some things can increase 

the chance of your medicine causing side 

effects. Your patient information leaflet will tell 
you about any known risk factors and what you 
can do to reduce the chance of side effects.
For example, you may be able to lower the risk 
of side effects by not drinking alcohol or not 
eating certain foods during your course of
treatment.

6. Do side effects always come on 
straight away?

It depends on the medicine and the person.

Some side effects can happen immediately -
for example an allergic reaction.

Some side effects might not start for several
days or weeks - for example skin rashes - or
even longer - for example stomach problems
with some painkillers.

In general, side effects are most likely to 
happen soon after you start a new medicine 
or after your dose has been increased.

Quite often, mild side effects will go away as 
your body adjusts to the new medicine or dose.
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