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Expiry dates for prescribed items in care homes 
 

Provided the medicine or preparation is: 
 

 still currently prescribed,  

 within its expiry date  
and  

 the manufacturer’s literature does not specify a short shelf-life when the 
product is opened 
 

There is no requirement for the medicine to be disposed of early and it should 
be carried forward to the next 28-day supply cycle.  
 
When care home staff are uncertain of the shelf life of a particular medicine once 
opened, they should check the information supplied with the medicine or contact a 
pharmacist for advice. 
 

 
Background 
 
The Department of Health’s (2012) report and action plan on ‘Improving the use of 
medicines (for better outcomes and reduced waste)’ recognises the specific needs and 
circumstances required for the care of older people, and that the care home  providers 
and health professionals may have adopted a number of system approaches to 
managing medicines that may in themselves create waste. For example, care home staff 
returning tubs of topical preparations such as creams and ointments back to the 
supplying pharmacy every month and ordering new ones. 
 
The Guideline Development Group (GDG) for the NICE Guidelines on Managing 
medicines in care homes concluded that provided the medicine is still currently 
prescribed, is within its expiry date and the manufacturer’s literature does not specify a 
short shelf-life (the recommended maximum time that the medicine can be stored for as 
stated in the manufacturer’s literature during which the defined quality of the medicine 
remains acceptable under expected (or specified) conditions of storage) when the 
product is opened, there is no requirement for the medicine to be disposed of early and it 
should be carried forward to the next 28-day supply cycle. When care home staff are 
uncertain of the shelf life of a particular medicine once opened, they should check the 
information supplied with the medicine or contact a pharmacist for advice.  
NICE Guidelines on Managing medicines in care homes makes the following 
recommendations: 
 
Recommendation 1.12.4 
Before disposing of a medicine that is still being prescribed for a resident, care home 
staff (registered nurses and social care practitioners working in care homes) should find 
out if it is still within its expiry date and if it is still within its shelf-life if it has been opened.  
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Recommendation 1.12.5 
When disposing of medicines and removing medicines classed as clinical waste, care 
home providers should have a process for the prompt disposal of:  

medicines that exceed requirements 

unwanted medicines (including medicines of any resident who has died) expired 
medicines (including controlled drugs). 
 
Recommendation 1.12.6 
Care home providers should keep records of medicines (including controlled drugs) that 
have been disposed of, or are waiting for disposal. Medicines for disposal should be 
stored securely in a tamper-proof container within a cupboard until they are collected or 
taken to the pharmacy. 
 
Reference  
Managing medicines in care homes 
http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/sc/SC1.jsp 
Published: 14 March 2014 
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