Introduction
	Health is a dynamic process that involves constant changes; however, it is necessary to take into account the fact that sometimes the environmental stimuli (physical, psychological) are so strong that can cause illness1 in us. Health is an important human value. If being healthy, we want to do our best to maintain or even strengthen it, but if being sick, we endeavour to recover it as soon as possible and as much as possible. Since prehistoric times, we have tried to help ourselves when being ill, namely, to use all the resources at our disposal, in particular those being efficient from our point of view. And the same situation today; now an individual with deteriorating health first tries to help himself, by means of over-the-counter (OTC) medicines2. OTC medicines are drugs sold directly to a consumer without a prescription and they are safe to use and labelled for use without the supervision of healthcare professional3. In Slovenia, OTC medicines are available in pharmacies and specialised stores, they are also available on the Internet; in general, they are the most commonly purchased in pharmacies4,5.
	Taking of OTC medicines is an individual choice that is likely to be taken in the event of milder symptoms that do not need a treatment provided by a physician6. An individual decides to take them with reference to the expressed symptoms, his general knowledge and personal experience in the use of such products2. Taking of OTC medicines to relieve health problems without consulting a healthcare professional, but with the advice of a pharmacist or other health workers constitutes a form of self-medication7. It can last for three to seven days and may not be longer than seven days7. It is an effective method for treatment and relief of minor health problems, such as flu, colds, cough, sore throat, headache, muscle pain8.
OTC medicines provide benefits for a consumer only when properly took. Consumers often misinterpret that two tables provides twice as much benefits as one does9. In taking OTC medicines there is a greater likelihood that a consumer will not be provided with any instructions from healthcare professional, as compared to the use of prescription drugs9. Consumers of OTC medicines should be informed about the benefits and risks of use of such products8; an important role thereof should be assumed by pharmacists, physicians and nursing staff. Risks associated with the consumption of OTC medicines or side-effects may occur even if such product is consumed correctly; by fact, taking the OTC medicines increases the likelihood of drug-drug interactions, including interactions with alcohol9. Using of OTC medicines may affect the individual's consistency in treatment and thus its living quality3. Self-medication is a form of self-help and also an important part of individual behaviour and perception of health maintenance10. It is therefore important that self-medication is designed on the basis of expert advice to OTC medicines consumer regarding a correct, safe and efficient treatment11 and moreover, characterised by strict adherence to the instructions for the safe use of such drugs. In Slovenia, the use of OTC medicines among the adult population is widespread (84.0%), in particular among students and economically active population; women are also more likely to take OTC medicines and vitamins and minerals as men5. Foreign authors note that OTC medicines are used more frequently by women than men, as well as better educated population with higher income, white man and elderly persons12-14. In 2008, at the University of Ljubljana 92.8% of health care students and 91.9% of non-healthcare students undertook self-medication. Among the health care students of the University of Ljubljana, an increase in self-medication is registered among students of last academic year compared to the first academic year4. Due to the widespread use of OTC medicines, it is important that consumers are prior consuming OTC medicines provided with appropriate and professional information on the safe use of such products in healing minor health problems. This is of particular importance since it is known that students rarely visit a physician and often purchase OTC medicines in pharmacies4. The aim of the study was to analyse the prevalence of the use of OTC medicines among students of nursing programs of Faculty of Health Science in relation to socio-demographic characteristics.
Methods
The cross-sectional study included nursing students of Faculty of Health Science, a first-cycle programme in the 2012/13 academic year. The study participate 241 respondents. Their mean age was 20.43±1.67 years. Students were informed about the purpose of study, their anonymity was assured.
	Data was collected by an anonymous questionnaire. The study was conducted from February to April 2013. A survey questionnaire was designed for the purpose of this study; the choice of questions was based on the findings of previous studies4-5, 15-16. The questionnaire included socio-demographic data, personal assessment of health status, frequency of use of prescription and non-prescription drugs, the decision to use OTC medicines, received clarification on the safe use, symptoms and the decision to purchase an OTC medicine. The Cronbach's alpha coefficient was used to calculate the questionnaire's consistency, with the resulting value of 0.682. A pilot study was not carried out. Instructions for filling out the questionnaire were enclosed. 65.8% of correctly filled-out questionnaires were included in the analysis.
A statistical analysis of the data was carried out with SPSS v. 20 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, Ill., USA). Descriptive statistics were calculated; we performed t-test in order to determine differences according to gender and contingency coefficient to identify differences due to place of residence, age and current health status assessment. A p-value ≤0.05 was considered as statistically significant.
Results
The sample included 241 nursing students, aged 18 to 30 years. Among them, 17.4% males and 82.6% females. Other socio- demographic data are described in Table 1. 
----- Please insert Table 1 -----
Less than half of respondents (45.6%) assess their current health status as very good, 24.1% as good and 20.3% as excellent (Table 2). The average value of health assessment from 1 to 5 was 3.74 (SD=0.97), which means a tendency to very good health. Men assess their health status better than women (t = 2.177, p = .050). No significant differences in assessing health status by place of residence and age was observed.
----- Please insert Table 2 -----
In the last year 70.5% respondents consulted a physician due to health problems, statistically significant those who rated their health as poor or satisfactory (CC = .226, p = .011).
In the last month 57.7% of the respondents were not treated with prescription drugs; 31.1% were treated by one prescription drug, 7.5% of two different prescription drugs (Table 3). It is observed that in the last month more women than men (CC = .207, p = .029), several of those who live in rural areas and in the suburbs (CC = .289, p = .005) and those who assessed their health status worse (CC = .346, p = .008) took prescription drugs. Respondents who in the last month used several different prescription drugs are significantly taking several OTC medicines (CC = .326, p = .027).
	In the last month 43.2% of the respondents taking no OTC medicines, 33.6% one and 14.9% two different OTC medicines (Table 3). Respondents who in the last month had been taking several different OTC medicines assessed their health status worse (CC = .350, p = .006).
Approximately the same number of OTC medicines was taken by 51% of the respondents and with the same frequency as a year ago (50.6%); 20.7% took a small number and 20.7% less often than a year ago. In the past month, 8.7% of the respondents took a greater number of OTC medicines and 10.4% more often than a year ago. There is a trend toward statistical significance that in the last month a greater number of OTC medicines was took by more women than men (CC = .175, p = .055), compared to a year ago (Table 3). 
----- Please insert Table 3 -----
When purchasing an OTC medicine 76.3% respondents received an explanation about the safe use. 68.5% of the respondents decided themselves for the use of OTC medicines, 12.9% on the basis of physician recommendation, 7.9% of pharmacist and 10.8% of others (Figure 1). Based on the assessment of the current health status, differences in advising use of OTC medicines are found statistically significant (CC = .296, p = .026). The use of OTC medicines was the most commonly advised by a physician to those respondents who assessed their health status as poor or satisfactory and by a pharmacist to those who assessed their health status as good or satisfactory.
----- Please insert Figure 1 -----
In the last six months 79.3% of the respondents taken OTC medicines due to pain and fever (significantly more women than men, t = -3.622, p = .001), 44.8% due to respiratory problems (significantly more women than men, t = -2.490, p = .015) and 41.9% respondents taken health supplements for better overall health. OTC medicines for skin problems were significantly more likely to be taken by respondents who live in rural areas and suburbs (CC = .200, p= .006) and those for ease of psychological disorders were significantly more likely to be taken by individuals of age of 21 years and more (CC = .177, p = .005) and women (t = -3.871, p = .000), taken of drugs for fungal infections was statistically significant for women (t = -4.161, p = .000). Respondents who rated their health status as poor have a statistically significant problems with fungal infection (p = .011), allergies (p = .048) and mild psychological problems (p = .000) and those who rated their health status as good suffer from respiratory problems (p = .000) (Table 4).
----- Please insert Table 4 -----
	In the last six months, only 4.1% respondents did not take any OTC medicines, 34.9% took one drug, 27.0% two different drugs and 18.3% three different OTC medicines (Figure 2). It was found that those respondents who took in the last six months multiple OTC medicines took less compared to the last month (CC = .513, p = .000).
----- Please insert Figure 2 ----- 
Majority of the respondents (68.9%) purchased OTC medicines in the event of suffering from health problems and others (14.9%) for the reason of having such products at their disposal before suffering from health problems and the rest (12.0%) to be safe from possible occurrence of seasonal diseases. Given the socio-demographic information there was found no statistical significant differences in decision when to purchase an OTC medicines.
Discussion
The results of this study suggest that 65.9% nursing students of average age of 20 years assessed their health as excellent and very good of which men statistically significantly assessed better their health status than women. A third of the Brazilian students assess their health status as excellent and one out of three consulted a physician in the last year 17. Half of Americans aged 18 years assess their health status as excellent and very good, among them 74% of people consulted a physician15. In the last year more than two-thirds of the respondents consulted a physician, among them all who assessed worse their health status. The link between self-assessment of health status and using OTC medicines is well known, poorer self-perceived health status promotes using OTC medicines 18. A study of self-medication and using drugs among adults Slovenes shows that in 2008 70.5% of the population aged 18 years experienced health problems5.
In the last month, more than half of the respondents took no prescription drug, a third took one prescription drug. Among them women and people living in rural areas statistically dominated. In the last month 43.2% of the respondents did not take any OTC medicines, one third of the respondents took one OTC medicine. 38.6 % of medicine and pharmacy students of the University Zagreb took vitamins and minerals18. Among adults Slovenians, 84% took OTC medicines and vitamins and minerale5. We found that half of the respondents estimated their use of OTC medicines in the last month at the same level as two years ago. Among adult Americans there are a very small percentage of people who do not take drugs, more than a third users an OTC medicines and a third a prescription drug, half the people stating that taking OTC medicines is about the same as three years agos15.
	An important benefit of OTC medicines is that they are intended to milder symptoms that require immediate treatment, such as in acute headache for which immediate use of over-the-counter painkillers is recommended and if immediately consumed their efficiency is increased20. In the event of migraine, a headache treatment at the first hour of onset of pain significantly reduces the duration and strength of pain compared to the beginning of treatment after one hour at the onset of headache20. For effective relief of symptoms an OTC medicines consumer should ensure safe and effective use of such products21. Therefore, OTC medicines consumers should receive relevant information about the product, they should be provided with a range of product among them to choose the most relevant with respect of their health status and expressed symptoms21. Yet 76.3 % of the respondents indicated to be provided with clarification on the safe use of OTC medicines. Advices from pharmacists on using OTC medicines produce better treatment outcomes and monitoring the extent of advising21. A pharmacist is usually the first professional person to whom an individual may turn when considering self-medication3. He has an important role in providing advice and assistance to the consumers and thus should ensure that a product addresses properly the symptoms of a consumer22. An important role is also assumed by a physician, he should be aware of the self-medication of each patient. Among the many tasks a physician should provide also guidance for the safe and rational use of OTC medicines 3. 68.5% respondents decided themselves on taking OTC medicines, 12.9% on the basis of their physician's advices, 7.5 % on the basis of pharmacist's advices. 
We found that physicians in general provide advice on OTC medicines to those who assessed their health status worse and pharmacists to those who assessed their health status better. Taking into account the results of this study it can be concluded that physicians and pharmacists are consistently engaged in advising consumers on consumption of OTC medicines. Many individuals choose to use OTC medicines after consulting their physician or a pharmacist, but their final decision is due to their autonomy23. Therefore, OTC medicines consumers need to be educated for responsible self-medication and safe use of drugs. The use of OTC medicines is useful, users describe it as easy to use, safe, convenient to the "fingertips", easily and quickly accessible24. The decision to self-medication is also based on knowledge of OTC medicines and confidence in own abilities to undertook a proper decision17,23. Brazilian health care students are more likely to opt for self-medication compared to non-health care students17. 
The study found that women are significantly more likely use to OTC medicines to relieve pain and fever, respiratory problems, fungal infections and improve general well-being. More respondents aged 21 years or more and more women statistically significantly took OTC medicines to relieve minor psychological problems; and significantly more respondents living in rural areas took OTC medicines to relieve skin problems. Women more often used OTC medicines14, in particular painkillers compared to men25. Individuals older than 30 years, employed and in a relationship are in general more inclined to self-medication; authors indicate male gender, and having children as protection factors against self-medication17.
Participants in this study most often purchased over-the-counter analgesic and antipyretic drugs, drugs for respiratory problems and drugs to improve general well-being. Surprisingly, the study which was conducted in North Carolina in 2003 also observed the use of same OTC medicines to treat minor health25. Even students of the University of Zagreb are frequently self-medicated due to respiratory problems19, Brazilian students due to fever, menstrual cramps, muscle pain, and cough17. Since OTC medicines quickly and effectively facilitate disease problems, respondents often purchase them in the event of health problems being already expressed.
Conclusion
Three important limitations of the study should be noted. The first is a small sample; as we included nursing students of only one Slovenian faculty, the results cannot be generalised to all Slovenian nursing students or occupational group of nurses. The questionnaire did not include questions about the experience of stress and the rate thereof. Since we observed that using OTC medicines increases with age it would be reasonable to determine the level of stress and its connection with the administration of OTC medicines. Also, the questionnaire did not include questions about taking the prescription contraceptive pill and questions about taking OTC medicines exclusively for menstrual cramps (pain, nausea).
	An important finding of this study was that nursing students who in the last month took multiple prescription drugs and assessed their health status as poor significantly took several different OTC medicines. The decrease in number of different drugs took by respondents in the last six months compared to last month was statistically significant. Probably, at the expense of prescription drugs or due to implementation of the survey in the spring months. Half of the respondents took in the last month about the same number and at the same frequency of OTC medicines than two years ago. This is a good indicator of the rational use of OTC medicines among nursing students; by fact, today drugs are more accessible. Self-control over the safe use of drugs and motivation for health and a healthy lifestyle are of paramount importance.
Based on our results, we can conclude that in Slovenia safe use of drugs is provided as most of the respondents received an explanation about the safe use of OTC medicines. We observed that men felt healthier and more women were more likely to take drugs. We found that the use of OTC medicines to relieve minor psychological problems was increased significantly with age and it was typical for women. Therefore, it would be worth exploring in the future relationship between stress and taking OTC medicines.
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