
Medication safety as an 
infrastructural problem 

Jos Aarts, PhD, FACMI 
Erasmus University Rotterdam 

Keynote at Infrahealth 2017, Aarhus 



Overview of talk 

• Reflections on medication prescribing 
• Medication safety 
• Role of information technology 
• Infrastructure: pulling together people, technology and organizational 

context 
• Conclusion 

 



A female figurine (1500 BC) seeks healing from a deity (‘Poppy goddess’, 1200 BC) 

Heraklion Archeological Museum 



Prescribing medication 

It is cultural 

It is about a relation 

It is about a contract 



The healing hand of the doctor reaches the 
patient through the prescription and the 
medicine 

Whyte et al. Social lives of medicines, Cambridge University Press, 2002 





Medication as a social act 

Contract between patient and physician 

Recognition of authority of physician 

Patient’s complaint recognized as disease 



Prescribing 



Medication safety 

Lucian Leape 









JAMA 2002;288(4):508-13 



David Westfall Bates: Electronic prescribing increases 
medication safety and doctors should use it. 



Electronic prescribing (CPOE) 

• Embedded norms 
• Structured workflow 
• Disciplining provider behavior 



Embedded norms 



Structured workflow 



Disciplining provider behavior 



Infrastructures of electronic prescribing 

• Technology 
• Organizational 
• Social 



A subtle 
manifestation of 
infrastructure 
effects 

Before 
implementation of 
electronic prescribing 
in Erasmus MC 



After implementation 
of electronic 
prescribing in 
Erasmus MC 



Electronic prescribing creates some 
challenges  



Decision support feature 
of electronic prescribing: 
reminders and alerts 



Alert fatigue 



So far my focus on providers and their individual organizations 



How about patients? 



Elderly patients take a lot of medicines: polypharmacy 





Patients travel the health system 





Medication reconciliation 



Patient focused infrastructure of medication safety 















Infrastructure challenges for medication 
safety 
• Defining the patient role in medication (safety) 
• Cross-organizational integration 
• Professional collaboration 
• Integrated IT approach 

• HIE 
• Patient portals 
• Smart devices 
• Interoperability  

 



And what happened to the patient with the 
swollen leg? 



Thank you for your attention 

Jos Aarts 
Erasmus University Rotterdam 
aarts@bmg.eur.nl 
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