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Summary of the Testimony

As front line health care workers, the nation’s current workforce of 2.7 million registered nurses have made and continue to make substantial contributions to reduce health care errors.  The American Academy of Nursing (AAN), the American Organization of Nurse Executives, and the American Nurses Association, among other nursing organizations, embrace the development of point-of-care technologies that reduce medical errors and increase productivity.    

The opportunity for error reduction with bar code labeling for human drug products, including biological products, as well as medical devices, promises to be significant.  Bar codes, and other machine-readable codes are most effective when they are in a standard format, not consistently found in health care applications.  Bar coding is currently available to assist in the identification of patients, care givers, specimens, medications, and equipment. It further facilitates automated documentation, record keeping, billing, inventory tracking, as well as the study of “near misses” and errors.  

Ensuring appropriate medication administration is a complex process involving a variety of systems, multidisciplinary professionals, knowledge of drugs, timely access to accurate and complex patient information, and a series of interrelated decisions.  Errors can occur at any point in the process.  Bar code technology can minimize the variation in medication administration and decrease medication errors.   Use of bar coding automates the distribution, management and control of medications.  Such technology not only allows professional registered nurses to more accurately and efficiently administer medications, but it also streamlines nursing’s workload -- thus allowing more time to be devoted to direct patient care activities.  Further development and wide-scale deployment of  bar code technology require the health care industry to address issues of standardization of bar code technology, compatibility, reliability, and affordability.  Keys to the successful application of such technology include:

1) Ensuring end-users are involved in the process from the beginning;
2) Creating integrated systems that do not require re-entry or re-keying of data; and
3) Reducing work load burden on nurses.

