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Chemo Safety Requires a Team Approach 

Chemotherapy’s challenges (login required) stem from care coordination complications, the complexity of 
patients’ treatment regimens, and the toxicity of the chemotherapeutic agent. Because of their potential for 
serious harm, chemo agents are listed as high-alert medications, which require safe management processes.  

Nevertheless, of the medication events involving high-alert medications submitted to ECRI Institute PSO by its 
members and collaborating organizations, chemotherapeutic agents are the top high-alert medication 
identified. 

From the Database of ECRI Institute PSO 

A sample of about 100 events was reviewed from a larger pool of 1,500 events occurring over a two-year 
period. Analysis showed that most events took place in the administration (60%) and prescribing/ordering 
(14%) phases of the medication-use process.  

Administration errors are among the most serious medication errors; there is no safeguard between the nurse 
administering the medication and the patient that might detect the potential error and intercept it. The stakes 
are even higher when administration errors occur with chemotherapeutic agents because of their toxic nature 
and their risks to patients if administered incorrectly. Additionally, communication breakdowns between the 
care provider and patient seemed to contribute to many of the high-harm events for administering and 
ordering medications. 

Coordinate Chemo Care across the Continuum 

Teamwork and care coordination in cancer care can be challenging because the team members may be 
dispersed geographically. Healthcare professionals involved in patients’ chemotherapeutic treatments are 
spread across healthcare settings and involved in different stages of the medication-use process. Physicians 
and advanced practitioners typically write chemotherapy orders using paper or computerized provider order 
entry (CPOE) systems, nurses review and activate chemotherapy orders, pharmacists and others in the 
pharmacy department retrieve medications from refrigerators and other storage areas and mix and dispense 
chemotherapeutic agents and supportive medications, and nurses administer chemotherapy. These 
responsibility silos can interfere with practitioners' ability to exchange messages of clarification, monitor each 
other's behavior, maintain a shared mental model about the patient’s care, and provide timely feedback to 
each other. 

To function effectively as a team, team members must have a shared understanding about their patients’ 
therapy—for example, weekly meetings can help staff share information about patients’ treatment progress. 
Standardized chemotherapy treatment templates can also help minimize ordering errors. Independent double 
checks for dose and preparation of high-alert medications prior to administration can help prevent wrong-
dose, wrong-medication, wrong-patient, wrong-timing, or wrong-route errors. Lastly, organizations must not 
overlook the importance of engaging patients as partners for safety. 
  

https://www.ecri.org/components/PSOCore/Pages/PSONav1116.aspx
https://www.ismp.org/Tools/highAlertMedicationLists.asp
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23349386
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16245353


Medical Mystery in The Philadelphia Inquirer 
 

Ransomware Guidance 

ECRI Institute's Vice President for Accident and 
Forensic Investigation, Mark E. Bruley, 
recently bylined an article in The Philadelphia 
Inquirer discussing how an abdominal liposuction 
procedure went wrong and how the problem was 
solved. Check it out!  

 
On June 27 a ransomeware called Petya started 
affecting Windows-based systems globally, 
exhibiting many similarities to WannaCry, the 
ransomware that began attacking on May 12. 
Both have infected thousands of computers, and 
could compromise medical device systems running 
on Windows OS. Get protective actions you can 
take in our recommendations.  

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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