
Clinical Pharmacology & Toxicology Pearl of the Week 

~ “Do Not Use” Abbreviations ~ 

 
Case: 
 
A nine-month-old girl had “Morphine .5mg IV” prescribed for post-op pain. It was transcribed by 
hand to medication administration record as “5 mg” IV. The nurse gave 2 doses, 2 hours apart. 4 
hours after the last dose the baby suffered cardiac arrest and died. 
 
Background: 
 
 Medication errors are one of the largest recognized sources 

of preventable hospital medical error, and approximately 
5% of those errors are due to abbreviation use. 
Misinterpreted abbreviations can result in omission errors, 
extra or improper doses, administering the wrong drug, or 
giving a drug  in the wrong manner. In return this can lead to 
an increase in the length of stay, more diagnostic tests, and 
changes in drug treatment. 

 
 Abbreviations, as well as symbols and dose designations, 

are only helpful when their intended meaning is fully 
understood by all persons who will be deciphering the 
information and when there is no potential for 
misinterpretation. 

 
 Certain abbreviations appear to be more error-prone, and 

the resultant errors may lead to serious or even fatal 
outcomes.  

 
“Do Not Use” Abbreviations List 
 
 There is a Do Not Use List of Abbreviations, Symbols, and Dose Designations that Alberta 

Health Services has approved and adapted by ISMP Canada. Accreditation Canada also 
promotes a “Do Not Use” approach to abbreviations. 

 
 The elimination of the use of dangerous abbreviations, symbols, and dose designations  

applies to all medication-related documentation. This includes when handwritten or 
entered as text into a computer, or on any pre-printed forms or labels related to medication 
use. 

 
 Even though the writer may have clear and legible handwriting, the reader may be 

unfamiliar with the meaning of the abbreviation, symbol, or dose designation. The 
abbreviation may also have more than one meaning. 
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The Clinical Pharmacology (CP) physician consultation service is available Mon-Fri, 8am-5pm. 
The on-call physician is listed in ROCA on the AHS Insite page. CP consultations are also 
available through Netcare e-referral and Specialist Link. You can also find us in the Alberta 
Referral Directory (ARD) by searching “Pharmacology” from the ARD home page. Click HERE 
for more details about the service.  

The Poison and Drug Information Service (PADIS) is available 24/7 for questions related to 
poisonings. Please call 1-800-332-1414 (AB and NWT) or 1-866-454-1212 (SK). Information 
about our outpatient Medical Toxicology Clinic can be found in Alberta Referral Directory 
(ARD) by searching “Toxicology” from the ARD home page. 

More CPT Pearls of the Week can be found HERE. 
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