
To Help Prevent Medication Errors

When you use a medicine or help others use theirs,
your become part of the drug therapy chain. 
We all have come to trust in this chain. We trust
that the right medicine is prescribed, dispensed,
and administered by our doctors, pharmacists, 
and nurses. Children trust that parents will help
them take their medicines correctly, just as the 
elderly trust their children, friends trust friends, 
and we trust ourselves to give and use medicines
appropriately.

But when humans are involved, mistakes can 
happen. When mistakes occur, patients may not
get better or their condition may get worse. At the
very least, errors can cause unnecessary discomfort

and waste the money spent on the medicine; at the
very worst, errors can be life threatening.

Studies show that anyone in the chain from the 
prescriber to the patient can make an error because
of not doing the right thing or not knowing the 
correct thing to do. Studies also show that many
errors can be prevented when health care providers
and patients are more aware of the types of errors
that can happen.

As a patient or a caregiver, your responsibility is to
make sure that you understand what the medicine
is for, how it looks, how it should be taken, what
results to expect, and what to do if you don’t see
those results. Double-checking information about 
a medicine must occur every time you are given 
a medicine to help keep errors at an absolute 
minimum. This includes reading the label before each
use to make sure you have the right drug and
dose/amount.

Understanding Medication Errors

WHAT IS A MEDICATION ERROR?

“A medication error is any preventable event that
may cause or lead to inappropriate medication 
use or patient harm while the medication is in the
control of the health care professional, patient, or 

consumer. Such events may be related to professional
practice, health care products, procedures, and
systems, including prescribing; order communication;
product labeling, packaging, and nomenclature;
compounding; dispensing; distribution; 
administration; education; monitoring; and use.”

WHAT ARE SOME CAUSES OF MEDICATION
ERRORS? 

Packaging and Labeling—Medicine packaging
and/or labeling can cause confusion, for different
medications may look the same.  

Similar Drug Names—Look alike and sound alike
drug names can cause one product to be mistaken
for the other. For the most current USP Use Caution
Avoid Confusion Similar Drug Names, list, visit
www.usp.org/patientSafety/briefsArticlesReports/
qualityReview

Medication Orders—Prescribers’ illegible handwriting
can result in misinterpretation and incorrect transcription
of written medication orders.

Abbreviations—Health care providers often use
abbreviations for drug names and/or directions for
use. While abbreviations save time, they can be 
misinterpreted. Using an abbreviation for a drug 
name can lead to a patient receiving the wrong drug.
Using an abbreviation of a direction can result in a
patient taking the medicine the wrong way.
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THE MEDICATION USE PROCESS

PRESCRIBING
• Evaluate patient
• Establish need for  
 medicine     
• Select right medicine
• Determine interactions  
 and allergies
• Prescribe medicine

DOCUMENTING
• Transcribe prescription/order
• Transmit to pharmacy

DISPENSING
• Review prescription order 
• Confirm transcription, if necessary
• Contact prescriber for discrepancies 
• Prepare medicine     
• Distribute medicine

ADMINISTERING
• Review prescription order
• Confirm transcription, if necessary
• Review warnings, interactions, and allergies  
• Evaluate patient 
• Administer medicine

MONITORING
• Assess patient’s  
 response to medicine 
• Report and   
 document results



Preventing Medication Errors

WHAT CAN YOU DO TO HELP MEDICATION
ERRORS?

Just Ask! You play an important role in preventing
errors with you medicines or those for your family!
As the patient or caregiver, you have a major
responsibility in the success of the drug therapy.
Asking questions about your medicines to under-
stand why you are taking them, how you take them,
and what to expect can catch potential errors.

The most important thing you can do is ask question
and make sure you understand the answers.

Be sure you can read your prescription. If you
can’t read it, ask your doctor, or other prescriber to: 

● print the name of the medicine

● print the directions for taking the medicine

● provide an electronic copy for you and 
your pharmacist

Ask your doctor, pharmacist, or nurse questions
about the medication. You should completely
understand your health problem and what you can
expect from the medicine. Be sure you know:

● how the medicine is supposed to work

● what side effects might occur and how long 
they might last

● how soon you should feel better

● what to do if the medicine does not seem 
to be working

● what test, if any, will be required while 
you are using the medicine

Discuss your medication with your pharmacist.
In addition to helping you take your medicine properly,
talking with the pharmacist helps catch errors that
may have occurred when reading and transcribing the
written or phoned prescription. Be sure you know:

● what the medicine is for

● how to take it

● when to take it

● how long to take it

● the expiration date of the medicine

Be sure to use your medication as the directions
say you should. A medicine may not have the end
result you want and need if it is not taken as instructed.
If your doctor or other health care provider tells you to
take your medicine in a way that is different than the
label directions, tell your pharmacist.

Get to Know your Medicine...

Many errors are made at home by taking one tablet or
capsule when it was actually time to take a different
one, or by taking another family member’s medication
instead of your own. Being able to recognize your
medicine can help you prevent the mistake of taking
the wrong drug.

Your doctor or pharmacist may decide to substitute
a brand name medicine for a generic, one generic
for another generic, or a generic for a brand name
medicine. In changing from one product to another,
however, there is a chance for an error to occur. For
this reason, it is good for you to double check. Be
sure you know:

● what your medicine looks like

● the common brand and generic names 
of your medicine

It is also very important to tell your doctor and
pharmacist about any over-the-counter medicines
including dietary supplements you are taking
because there could be an interaction or duplication
in therapy.



Terms You Should Understand

BRAND NAME

The name given by a company to identify its 
particular product) i.e., Advil® and Motrin® are brand
names for ibuprofen) 

CAREGIVER

A person who takes care of another, commonly a
non-health care professional (i.e., a parent, a friend,
or family member)

CHRONIC

A long-term condition or disease that shows little
change or progresses slowly

EXPIRATION DATE

The date beyond which a drug product may no
longer meet USP or other standards of purity,
strength, and quality 

GENERIC DRUG NAME

The name of a drug used to identify the substance 
it contains without reference to any particular 
manufacturer (i.e., ibuprofen is the generic name 
for Advil®, and Motrin®)

HEALTH CARE PROVIDER

Person with special training in a health care field
(i.e., doctor, nurse, pharmacist, and dentist)

OVER-THE-COUNTER

Drugs that are available to consumers without 
a prescription 

PRESCRIBER

A doctor, dentist, nurse practitioner or other health
care provider licensed to write a prescription for
medicine

TRANSCRIBE

To move information from one source to another
(i.e., a pharmacist takes a medication order over
the phone and enters that information into a 
computer; a nurse copies a doctor’s notes from 
the patient chart onto an administration record)

What should you do if you think a
medication error has occurred?
You play a very important role in helping to prevent
medication errors and using medicines wisely.  
If you believe an error has occurred, call and talk to
your doctor, pharmacist, or nurse as soon as possible.
Do not take any of the medication until you are
assured you have the correct product. Suggest that
your health care provider report the error to the
USP-ISMP Medication Errors Reporting Program at
www.usp.org/patientSafety/reporting/mer.html.


