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Successful implement ation str ategies for bar code tech nology is the focus of part two in a si x -
part series that highli ghts underlying caus es of and solutions to medication errors .Th is series
is a joint ef fort of the A merican Hospit al Ass oc i ation ,the A merican Soc iety of Health - System
Pharm ac ists and Hospitals & Health Net wor k s , with generous support from Mc Kess on .You
m ay tear th is card out for futu re reference.Additional copies are available in PDF form at ,along
with those from two pre vious series ,on the ASHP and H&HN Web sites (www. ashp. org and
w w w. h h n m ag. com ) .

• S U M M A R Y
Bar code tech nology is hailed as a tool to pre vent medication errors from occu rring where
they could cause the most harm — at the point of care.It provides an ex tra layer of protec-
tion for front - line caregivers and helps hospit als comply with Joint Comm ission on Acc red-
it ation of Healthcare Organ i z ations’st and ards and patient safety goals .Spec if ically, it helps
hospit als meet requirements to verify orders and patients before medication adm in istr ation .
It ensu res that nu rs es adm in ister the ri ght drug to the ri ght patient in the ri ght dose at the
ri ght time and by the ri ght route.

• I S S U E  B R I E F
Organ i z ations with bar code tech nology say reductions in medication errors provide ample
retu rn on investment ,espec i ally considering that some errors would li kely result in harm to
the patient .HC A ,Nashville , Ten n . , th is year is ex pected to complete bar code implement a-
tion in inpatient set tings at its 186 hospit als .Alicia Perry,HC A’s director of medication safe-
ty, s ays an error was averted with in 30 minutes of bar code activation at nearly all of it s
f ac ilities ,reinforc ing the benef it of the tech nology.

The success of the bar code implement ation ,w h ich coinc ided with the lau nch of an elec-
tron ic medication adm in istr ation record,is at tributed largely to leadersh ip involvement ,par-
ticularly that of m idle vel managers .“Adm in istr ation and management must be engaged if
they are to instill trust in the end - us ers ,”agrees Ch ris Tucker,head of the Department of Vet-
er an’s Af f airs Bar Code Medication Adm in istr ation Progr am ,w h ich overs aw bar code imple-
ment ation at the VA’s 157 fac ilities .“Leadersh ip must commu n icate that the tech nology is there
to provide a safer environ ment for the patient .”

Regardless of f ac ility si ze — HCA and the VA have implemented the tech nology at fac ilities
r anging from 20 beds to 800 beds — it involves subst anti al cultu re change.“The soft ware imple-
ment ation is easy,”s ays Perry.“It’s the cultu re change that’s hard.You have to teach people how to
use data to create process change.”Many st af f members wrongly perceive bar coding as a phar-
m acy in iti ative.“It’s a hospit al - wide in iti ative because it changes the way medications are handled
from the time they arrive at the loading dock to when they are adm in istered to the patient ,”she
s ays .Both Perry and Tucker emphasi ze that the involvement of end - us ers in the selection and
implement ation of bar code tech nology is imper ative.And both advocate the use of a dedicat-
ed st af f pers on to overs ee the project .Organ i z ations can fac ilit ate bar code implement ation ,Tuck-
er says ,by implementing a wireless infr astructu re and up gr ading its hardware in advance.
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• C A S E  S T U D I E S
Parker (Colo.) Adventist Hospital :When 58-bed Parker Adventist Hospit al opened it s
doors in Febru ary 2004,bar code tech nology was inst alled in the 36-bed med - su rg unit .
Not only has the tech nology improved patient safety — averting 27 errors in the first
n ine months following implement ation — it streamlined nu rse workf low.The patient’s
medication adm in istr ation record is immedi ately upd ated in the hospit al inform ation
system ,ensu ring accu r acy and saving nu rs es time in the charting process .“It work s ,”s ays
Geof f Lawton ,director of pharm acy and nutrition services ,noting that there’s still a fair
amou nt of skeptic ism about use of bar code tech nology in sm all hospit als .“It’s ex pen-
sive ,dif f icult and labor- intensive to implement ,but it does work for sm all ,private com-
mu n ity hospit als .”Bar coding will be inst alled in the 12-bed neonat al ICU th is spring.
It will be inst alled in the rest of the hospit al following implement ation of a new HIS at
Parker and the 11 other hospit als in the Centura Health system .Collabor ation bet ween
nu rs es , the pharm acy and the IT department is cruc i al to success of the project .“They
need to trust and support each other,”Lawton says .

Concord (N.H.) Hospital :When it comes to the use of bar code tech nology in hospit als ,
Concord Hospit al was a pioneer. In 1993, the hospit al inst alled bar coding to improve
patient safety.“The environ ment was dif ferent then ,”s ays Mary Ann Ciof f i ,R. N . ,an edu-
cation and nu rse supervis or.“Patient safety was n’t the bu z z word it is now and the com-
fort le vel of our st af f with computers was very low.”She credits the tech nology’s success
on the ex tensive tr ain ing and support that st af f receive.Use of bar coding is continu al-
ly mon itored to make su re it’s us ed correctly and employees receive support and tr ain-
ing as needed.Tod ay,it serves as a rec ruitment tool .“Nu rs es come to our hospit al becaus e
they know the added safety and support that bar coding provides ,”Cioffi says .Medica-
tion errors have dropped 80 percent since the tech nology was inst alled.

Methodist Medical Center,Peori a ,Il l . : When Methodist Medical Center implemented
bar code tech nology in September 2001 on its oncology unit ,it saw a sharp rise in med-
ication errors .Although in iti ally dis concerting, it showed that the system was ef fective.
“It finds any type of error,” s ays Michael Nam an ny, director of pharm acy,“including
s ome we wouldn’t have identif ied before.” The system is now in place th roughout the
hospit al , with the exception of an adult behavior al health unit .Medication errors have
dropped by 50 percent from a few months after implement ation ,w hen the hospit al felt
it had an accu r ate cou nt of its error rate. “There’s noth ing li ke hearing from a nu rse that
a serious error has been avoided,”he says .“Once that occu rs ,they will always use it .”One
of the bi ggest challenges the hospit al has encou ntered with the tech nology is obt ain ing
u n it - dose bar code medications . The hospit al has to order some medications out side
of its group pu rchasing organ i z ation contr act .“We’d rather spend more on the medica-
tion than add more work for the pharm acy tech n ic i ans ,”s ays Michelle Guerink , an IT
pharm acy analyst .•

Here is a list of resources you
can use to access your bar cod-
ing needs and readiness:

•Assessing Bedside Bar-Coding
Readiness from the American
Hospital Association, Health
Research and Educational Tr u s t
and the Institute for Safe Medica-
tion Practices is a comprehensive
guide to help hospitals know what
is required to implement bar
code technology. It’s available at:
w w w. i s m p . o r g / P D F / Pa t h w a y S e c
t i o n 3 . p d f .

•Bar Coding: A Practical Ap-
proach to Improving Medication
Safety by the American Society of
Health-System Pharmacists pro-
vides insight into the selection of
bar code technology. It can be
found at: www. a s h p . o r g / e m p l i
b r a r y / B a r C o d i n g M o n o g r a p h . p d f .

•Implementing a Bar Coded
Medication Safety P r o g ra m :
P h a rm a c i s t ’s Toolkit by the
American Society of Health-Sys-
tem Pharmacists Research and
Education Foundation: www. a s h p
f o u n d a t i o n . o r g / B a r C o d e d . p d f. 

•Implementation Guide for Use
of Bar Code Technology in
Healthcare provides an extensive
look at bar code technology. Pr o-
duced by the Healthcare Infor-
mation Management Systems
S o c i e t y, it can be found at:
w w w. h i m s s . o r g / c o n t e n t / f i l e s / I m
p l e m e n t a t i o n _ g u i d e . p d f .

•Improve Core Processes for
Dispensing Medications: Use Bar
Codes to Identify Medications 
is an Internet resource from the
Institute for Healthcare Improve-
ment, it can be found at:
w w w. i h i . o r g / I H I / To p i c s / Pa t i e n t S a
f e t y / M e d i c a t i o n S y s t e m s / C h a n g e s
/ I n d i v i d u a l C h a n g e s / U s e + B a r + C o d
e s + t o + I d e n t i f y + M e d i c a t i o n s . h t m .
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