
Over-the-counter drug overdoses rising among young Japanese 

 

 

https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/news/videos/20231221155239258/ 

 

Japan is renowned for being strict on drugs, but officials say they are concerned about the growing number 

of young people abusing something you can get at your neighborhood pharmacy.  NHK World’s John LaDue 

has more on plans for a crackdown on cough medicine. 

 

Kabuki-cho is an entertainment district and window to a grittier side of Tokyo life.  People come here to 

escape, including teenagers.  Right now this is set up for a concert, but usually it is a popular place for young 

people to hang out.  It’s also where Tokyo police are cracking down on underage over-the-counter drug abuse.  

This month police say they’ve picked up multiple teens here possessing large quantities of non-prescription 

medicine likely for recreational use.  People we spoke to say it’s become a popular high. 

 

Unlike alcohol, anyone can buy cold medicine.  That’s why people get it and a lot of them end up overdosing. 

 

They do it because it’s legal, it’s trendy, and everyone’s doing it. 

 

Those who overdose are probably lonely and don’t want to be on their own, so they get together with people 

and because cough medicine is so easy to get your hands on, that’s what you turn to. 

 

The health risks are severe, especially for the young.  This month, two elementary students were 

hospitalized after overdosing on over-the-counter drugs at school. 

 

Many patients who take excessive doses become very ill and are unable to stop vomiting.  They also can’t 

walk due to severe dizziness or move their bodies the way they want to. 

 

Recent data shows the average age of retail medicine overdose patients skews young.  About 80% for women 

https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/news/videos/20231221155239258/


and two-thirds said they purchased the medication from a brick-and-mortar shop.  A Japan health ministry 

panel has suggested making it harder for young people to buy medicine in bulk.  Experts also say there 

should be extra verification both in-person and online as well as a way to keep track of who’s buying certain 

drugs and why. 

 

Even if you limit the amount someone can buy, they can just go to another store to get more.  It’s important 

to create a system where sellers are aware of those who are continuing to buy drugs and can ask them why 

they are doing it. 

 

The new rules could come into effect in 2025, but they do little to address the deeper reasons why people here 

told us they are using these drugs.  The overdoses might go down, but issues like social isolation and peer 

pressure are being left untreated. 

 

Source: (NHK World News) 

 

Now discuss the questions with a partner. 

1. Do you have any ideas how to stop the spread of overdosing on over-the-counter drugs? 

2. How and why do you think it became a trend? 

3. How can issues like social isolation and peer pressure be addressed? 

4. Have you heard of any other dangerous or harmful behavior spreading amongst youth recently? 

5. During your generation was there a harmful trend? 


