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The Impact of Air Pollution on OTC Drug Purchase

Abstract

Self-medication through the use of OTC (over the counter) drugs is an important component in the frame of
self-care. However, little is known about what factors, besides the symptoms that consumers experience,
would affect self-medication behaviors. This research examines the impact of a significant environmental
factor, air pollution, on how consumers respond to medical symptoms through self-medication with OTC
drugs. We hypothesized that the severity of air pollution will have an inverted U-shaped moderation effect
on the relationship between quantity of symptom search on the internet and OTC drug sales. Using a mixed
panel dataset across 15 cities in China, we found that quantity of symptom search has a stronger impact on
OTC drug sales when air pollution is moderate than when it is mild or severe. Our findings provide insights
into how air pollution affects consumers’ response to health-related threats and have implications for the
OTC industry and consumers’ well-being.
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