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Error-Prone Abbreviations: Stop the Use, Stop the Risk 

In the world of risk mitigation, it’s not often that there’s a straightforward solution. So, when there is, it’s worth 
some serious consideration. In the case of error-prone medication dosage abbreviations, it’s as easy as this: 
don’t use them (available to the public for a limited time). 

In a recent webinar, ECRI Institute PSO reminded attendees that this concern has been publicized since the 
1970s, thanks to the Institute for Safe Medication Practices (ISMP), National Coordinating Council for 
Medication Error Reporting and Prevention, U.S. Pharmacopoeia, the Joint Commission, the Pennsylvania 
Patient Safety Authority, and ECRI Institute.  

Prohibited abbreviations are even an element of performance in the Joint Commission’s hospital accreditation 
requirements. The Joint Commission requires the hospital to follow its own list of “prohibited abbreviations, 
acronyms, symbols, and dose designations” and includes specific abbreviations to be on the hospital’s list, 
such as U (write instead: units), IU (international units), qd (daily), or MS (magnesium sulfate or morphine 
sulfate).  

ISMP likewise provides a list of abbreviations that it recommends be avoided.  

Avoidance strategies 

One potential solution is the use of a computerized provider order-entry (CPOE) system. If configured and 
used properly, the system can minimize use of unauthorized abbreviations because they are simply not part of 
the system. It is important to note that the Joint Commission’s Do-Not-Use list does not currently apply to 
health information technology systems, but that it may in the future. At least one study has demonstrated that 
the use of CPOE eradicates the use of abbreviations.  

Again, the simplest way to avoid the risk of misinterpretation is to avoid using error-prone abbreviations. Other 
strategies include distributing information (via posters or laminated cards) throughout the organization, 
removing such abbreviations from CPOE and other systems, and avoiding the use of error-prone 
abbreviations in all printed labels.   

Contact us, and let us demonstrate how we can help you reduce the use of error-prone abbreviations.  
   

ECRI Institute PSO Convenes Two Critical Patient Safety 
Forums 
ECRI Institute serves as the host for two important, in-person meetings taking place in October. The first is 
“Partnering for Improvement: Case Studies Using Human Factors Analysis and Classification System.” This 
ECRI Institute PSO Users Meeting provides innovative tools and hands-on guidance for improving patient 
safety programs. The second is “Partnering for Action: Applying What We’ve Learned,” the second in-person 
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meeting of the Partnership for Health IT Patient Safety. If you would like to join ECRI Institute PSO, contact 
pso@ecri.org. To learn more or join the partnership, contact hit@ecri.org.  

Se Habla Español Aquí.   Patient Safety Center 

Para información sobre nuestras afiliaciones y 
servicios en español haga un clic aquí.  

  World-class research, guidance, and tools 
made available to the public. 
ECRI Institute is committed to patient safety, as it 
is the key element of our mission. The Patient 
Safety Center contains publicly available free 
resources to help all healthcare providers improve 
the quality and safety of the care they provide. 

ECRI Institute is Hiring!   Sign Up for Our Other Newsletters 

Are you seeking employment with an organization 
that focuses on improving healthcare and values 
and respects its staff? We are actively looking for 
patient safety and risk management experts for 
several positions. Learn more. 

  We offer free newsletters on important patient 
safety, risk, and health technology management 
issues. Sign up today.  
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