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Small Doses………

by

Mike Petry, RPh, MS
Clinical Pharmacist

Expiration Dates of Inhalation Products

Expiration dates printed on drug packaging are determined by studies done by the pharmaceutical manufacturers on sealed containers of their products.  This dating indicates when the drugs become sub-potent and should no longer be used.  These studies do not determine the useful life of these drugs once the sealed packages are opened.  The expiration date on the label may or may not still apply when containers are opened.

The potency of some inhalation products (both inhalers and inhalation solutions) decreases quickly after the products are removed from their protective packaging.  Once opened, the expiration dating on the packaging may no longer apply.  Continuing to use these products past their expiration can lead to reduced efficacy because of decreased potency.

Inhalers
Many inhalers are packaged in some type of moisture-resistant overwrap, and sometimes contain a desiccant packet within the overwrap.  For example, Ventolin HFA® has an affinity for moisture.  Water vapor can get into the canister by entering around the valve gaskets.  When water vapor enters the canister, the potency of the drug can be reduced.  Because of this problem, Ventolin HFA® is packaged in a moisture-protective pouch.  Once Ventolin HFA® is removed from the moisture-protective pouch, the inhaler maintains its potency for 12 months.  Other albuterol HFA inhalers (ProAir® and Proventil®) don’t come in foil, and maintain their potency for two years once opened.

Symbicort® is another inhaler that is susceptible to moisture.  Symbicort® products maintain their potency for only 90 days after removal from their moisture-protective pouch.  After 90 days, the inhalers must be discarded.  The patient med guide for Symbicort® suggests that the patient write the date that the inhaler was removed from the foil pouch on the box, and then discard the foil.

The Diskus® inhalers made by GlaxoSmithKline have very short expiration dates after they have been removed from their moisture-protective foil pouches.  Serevent® Diskus maintains its potency for six weeks after being opened.  All three strengths of Advair® Diskus remain potent for one month after they are removed from their moisture-protective foil pouch.  The Flovent® Diskus also has a short expiration once removed from the moisture-protective foil overwrap.  The 50mcg strength products can be used for six weeks.  The 100 mcg and 250 mcg strength products can be used for two months.  The Med Guides for Advair® Diskus and Serevent® Diskus advise the patient to write “pouch opened” and “use by” dates on the device labels.

Asmanex® Twisthalers can be used for 45 days after they are removed from their protective foil pouch.  The patient information instructs patients to write the date that the foil pouch was removed on the cap label of the device.

Foradil® capsule blister packs are refrigerated prior to dispensing.  Once dispensed, they maintain their potency for four months at room temperature.  The dispensing pharmacist is instructed to add a “use by” date to the sticker provided and place it on the inhaler cover when the drug is dispensed.  The Aerolizer® inhaler device should also be discarded four months after dispensing.

Here’s a recap of inhalers that expire quickly once the foil overwrap is removed:

Ventolin HFA® (200 inhalations) - six months

Ventolin HFA® (60 inhalations) - 112 months

Symbicort® - 90 days

Serevent® Diskus - six weeks 

Advair® Diskus - one month

Asmanex® Twisthaler - 45 days 

Foradil® - four months

Flovent® Diskus 50 mcg - six weeks

Flovent® Diskus 100 mcg - two months 

Flovent® Diskus 250 mcg - two months

Inhalation Solutions

Some respiratory inhalation solutions and suspensions for nebulization must be protected from light.  For example, once the Pulmicort® Respules foil package is opened, the drug expires in two weeks, even when the ampules are protected from light or placed back in the foil package.  Xopenex® solution is intended to be used as soon as the vials are removed from the foil overwrap.  AccuNeb® vials must be placed back in the foil wrap after the foil wrap is opened, and discarded within one week after the foil wrap has been opened.  Since some of these products are also available as generics, it is important to always check the labeling for recommended storage and stability as this information may vary by manufacturer.

In summary, it is important to check to be sure that inhalation products being used by patients are still in date and at their labeled potency to provide adequate therapeutic effects.
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