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The 1999 IOM Report, “To Err is Human, Building a Better Health System” cited that more than one million medication errors occurred in US hospitals, and contribute to 7,000 deaths annually.  The LeapFrog Group has recommended Computerized Physician Order Entry (CPOE) as a way to reduce serious medication errors.

St. Joseph Mercy Oakland partnered with Health Alliance Plan (HAP) as part of their “Invest in Quality” initiative to study the impact of CPOE and the rate of change in total medication errors and preventable serious adverse drug errors. For approximately two years ending December, 2001, patients were randomized to the study group on three predominantly cardiology, medical surgical units and followed through chart review to determine medical error occurences.  

This study found medication errors occurred frequently.  There was strong confidence that a direct correlation exists between the reduction of serious medication errors and the extent of CPOE utilization.  We found a 40% decrease in the occurrence of medication errors when CPOE was utilized.  Seventy-five percent of the errors from handwritten medication orders would have been avoided with CPOE.  There was a $1,825 cost per case increase in 250 case-matched patients with a medication error.  For this same patient population, there was also a 1.17 day average length of stay increase. A key obstacle was physician reluctance to utilize the computer to enter medical orders. This prevented optimal expectations over time of a statistically significant and sustained decrease in the medication error rate.

Application of these results will assist patient safety efforts throughout the organization and enhance understanding the value of CPOE to help drive increased utilization of the computer by our medical staff.

