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An experimental study on the difficulty of error detection during drug identification:
Differences in characters of drug names and doses

Junko Mitobe
School of Nursing, Sapporo City University

Abstract: When administering drugs to patients, doctors, pharmacists, and nurses typically
confirm information such as the patient’s name, drug name, and doses. Drug names are
written as letter strings with Katakana, while doses are written as numbers and units —
both of which consist of characters. Previous studies have suggested that people accurately
discriminate differences for number strings compared to letter strings. However, if the
drug names are identical or similar, it can be determined that they are the same drugs
even if the following doses are different. These will lead to administration errors such as
the wrong medicine or dosage. In this study, a same-different matching task was used to
investigate the identification accuracy for drug names and doses. The preceding stimuli
and target stimuli were drug names that were 5-6 Katakana characters long, and doses
that were 4-5 numbers long and included units (g, mg, wg, ng, ml, %). Results showed
that error rates were lower for doses than for drug names. Moreover, in the inconsistent

trials where preceding stimuli and target stimuli did not match, there were more errors
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and longer reaction times in comparison to the consistent trials where the drug name and

dose matched. These results suggest that doses are easier to discriminate than drug

names, and that it is difficult to detect mistakes in the drug names or doses.

Keywords: Drug names, Doses, Medication error, Same-different matching task
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