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A dose administered to the patient that deviates 
from the physician’s orders, such as an omission, 
wrong dosage, or unauthorized drug 
 
An example would be when one patient was given 
one of the doses intended for another 



[The act of administering] a dose administered 
to the patient that deviates from the physician’s 
orders, such as an omission, wrong dosage, or 
unauthorized drug 
 

Examines only the part of the process that 
is subsequent to the writing of the prescription 

Doctor prescribes digoxin 250 mg 
Nurse gives 250 mg = no error [!] 
 
Nurse gives digoxin 250 micrograms = error [!!] 

Implications: 
Include all medication processes 



Episodes in drug misadventuring that should be 
preventable through effective systems controls 
involving pharmacists, physicians and other 
prescribers, nurses, risk management personnel, legal 
counsel, administrators, patients, and others in the 
organisational setting, as well as regulatory agencies 
and the pharmaceutical industry 

Am J Hosp Pharm 1993; 50: 305-14 



Episodes in drug misadventuring that should be 
preventable through effective systems controls 
involving pharmacists, physicians and other 
prescribers, nurses, risk management personnel, legal 
counsel, administrators, patients, and others in the 
organisational setting, as well as regulatory agencies 
and the pharmaceutical industry 

Misadventure (OED): bad luck or misfortune; an ill-
conceived, misguided, or regrettable enterprise 
 
So, “episodes in misadventuring” could refer, for 
example, to the misuse of recreational drugs 

Implications: 
Need to define “error” carefully 
Preventability is not relevant 
The individual(s) involved should not be part of the definition 



Any error occurring in the medication process 
(ordering, transcribing, dispensing, administering, and 
monitoring) 

J Gen Intern Med 1995; 10(4): 199-205 



Circular definition 

One that uses as a part of the definition 
a term or terms being defined   

  
Formally: a description of the meaning 

of a lexeme that is constructed using 
one or more synonymous lexemes that 
are all defined in terms of each other 



Circular definitions 

A medication error = 
an error in medication 

 

 HIND ... The she to a stag 
STAG ... The male of the hind 



Any error occurring in the medication process 
(ordering, transcribing, dispensing, administering, and 
monitoring) 

J Gen Intern Med 1995; 10(4): 199-205 

Implication: 
Avoid circularity 



A clinically meaningful prescribing error occurs when, 
as a result of a prescribing decision or prescription 
writing process, there is an unintentional significant 
(1) reduction in the probability of treatment being 
timely and effective or (2) increase in the risk of 
harm when compared with generally accepted practice 



An act of prescribing that results in an unintentional 
significant (1) reduction in the probability of 
treatment being timely and effective or (2) increase in 
the risk of harm when compared with generally 
accepted practice, as a result of a prescribing decision 
or prescription writing process 
Diagnostic errors with appropriate treatment 
 

Only “clinically meaningful” outcomes are of interest; but 
it is desirable to detect and examine all errors, even if 
not of clinical importance (they will will draw attention to 
weaknesses in the system, which might on a future 
occasion lead to errors of clinical relevance) 
 

Covers only prescribing decisions and prescription writing 
Implications: 
The clinical outcome is not relevant 
Should include all processes 



Errors in drug ordering, transcribing, dispensing, 
administering, or monitoring 
 
Distinguished between errors (which are preventable), 
rule violations (also preventable), and other adverse 
events that are not preventable 



[An intravenous drug error is] a deviation in 
preparation or administration of a drug from a 
doctor’s prescription, the hospital’s intravenous policy, 
or the manufacturer’s instructions 
The hospital’s policy may be wrong 
The manufacturer’s instructions may be wrong 
 

So: deviation may not be an error  
or no deviation may be an error 

Implication: 
Standard or recommended practice or advice is not a 
touchstone 



Any preventable event that may cause or lead to 
inappropriate medication use or patient harm while the 
medication is in the control of health 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 

Implies that all preventable events are errors 



An error in the stages of the medication process - ordering, 
dispensing, administering and monitoring the effect - 
causing harm or implying a risk of harming the patient 



Medication:  
 
A drug or drugs prescribed or given as medical 

treatment; a medicine (i.e. a medication) 
 
The action of treating medically; treatment with 

a medicinal substance [product] (i.e. the 
process of medication) 

 
Error:  
 
The failure of planned actions to achieve their 

desired ends without the intervention of some 
unforeseeable event [James Reason] 

Defining “medication” and “error” 



Define “error” carefully and particularly indicate how 
an error can be recognized 

Include (or imply) all parts of the medication process 
Include (or imply) all outcomes (harmful or otherwise) 

Defining a medication error 

Things to define or include 



Preventability ― not relevant 
The individual responsible ― not relevant 
Standard or recommended practice or advice ― not a 

touchstone 
 hospital policies 
 national guidelines 
 manufacturers’ instructions 

Defining a medication error 

Things not to include 



Principles of definition 

Defining a medication error 

Encompass all possible cases (de-fine) 
Use commonly understood language 
Avoid circularity 
Use positive attributes, not negative ones 
Specify the essence of the thing (                        ) 



A medication error is a failure in the treatment 
process that leads to, or has the potential to 
lead to, harm to the patient 

A proposed definition 
 

(Ferner & Aronson 
Lancet 2000: 355(9208): 947-8) 



A medication error is a failure in the treatment 
process that leads to, or has the potential to 
lead to, harm to the patient 

Notes on the proposed definition 

‘failure’ signifies that the process has fallen below 
some attainable benchmark 
 
It is the criterion whereby an error is recognized 



A medication error is a failure in the treatment 
process that leads to, or has the potential to 
lead to, harm to the patient 

• The “treatment process” starts after the decision: 
• to adopt drug treatment for symptoms or their 

causes 
• or to investigate or prevent disease or physiological 

changes 
• It includes not only therapeutic drugs but also oral 

contraceptives, hormones used in replacement therapy, 
radiographic contrast media 

• It includes the manufacturing or compounding, 
prescribing, transcribing (when relevant), dispensing, 
and administration of a drug, and the monitoring of 
therapy 

Notes on the proposed definition 



A medication error is a failure in the treatment 
process that leads to, or has the potential to 
lead to, harm to the patient 

"without the intervention of some unforeseeable event" 

Notes on the proposed definition 



A medication error is a failure in the treatment 
process that leads to, or has the potential to 
lead to, harm to the patient 

The definition does not specify who makes the 
error; it could be a doctor, a nurse, a 
pharmacist, a carer, or another 

 
It does not specify who is responsible for 

preventing errors or include any notion of 
preventability 

Notes on the proposed definition 



“Failure in the (drug) treatment process that 
leads to, or has the potential to lead to, harm 
to the patient and includes an act of omission 
or commission” 







 17 “A preventable event …” 
 

 16  Variants of “an error/mistake in the medication 
process” 

 

   5  Variants of “failure in the treatment process” or 
“failure in a planned action” 

 

   3  Variants of “a deviation from the physician’s order” 
 

   1 Any discrepancy between the order and what was 
administered 

 

   1 “Under-dose, overdose, no frequency specified, no 
dose given” 

 

   1 “The completion of the entire cycle” 
 

   1 “An act or omission with potential or actual 
negative consequences” 



“It appears that definitions of medication 
errors and methods of detection, rather 

than being reproducible and reliable 
methods, are subject to individual 

researcher’s preferences” 



Range of errors = 4 to 82% 
 

"It is vital that future research is well constructed 
and generalizable using standard definitions and 

methods." 



A proposed definition of a medication error 
 

A failure in the drug treatment process, 
whether through omission or commission, 
that leads to, or has the potential to lead 

to, harm to the patient 

Notes: 
Based on a systematic review 
Takes into account expert opinion on errors 
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