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Reduction in Errors and Patient Convenience among Benefits of

E-Prescribing, says St. Louis College of Pharmacy Professors
ST. LOUIS – Under a new federal initiative, doctors who trade in their pen and prescription notepads for 21st century technology are being rewarded. Physicians utilizing online prescribing, known also as e-prescribing, for roughly half of all eligible prescriptions now receive bonuses from Medicare.

The trend is welcomed by many pharmacists – and for important reasons. Terry Seaton, professor of pharmacy practice at St. Louis College of Pharmacy, said e-prescribing can improve patient safety by eliminating errors and making pharmacy visits more convenient by reducing wait times.
“With e-prescribing, the prescriber generates the prescription using a computer and that information is electronically communicated to the pharmacy,” he said. “The theory is that with computer-generated prescriptions, you enhance safety by eliminating often hard-to-read handwriting. Also, there’s a convenience factor. As a patient, when I get a piece of paper and take it to the pharmacy, that means I may have to wait for my prescription. Now, with e-prescribing, the prescription can be generated instantaneously while the patient is in route to the pharmacy.”
Ken Schafermeyer, professor of pharmacy administration at the College, said there’s no more important issue than patient safety.
“What it will do, no matter what, is certainly cut down on spelling errors, make prescriptions more legible, prevent doctors from prescribing strengths that don’t exist or medications that interact with something previously described,” Schafermeyer said. “Those are the advantages and enough reason to e-prescribe.” 
The Medicare initiative began in January. Currently, prescribers receive 2 percent of their negotiated Medicare payment back as an incentive. By 2012, prescribers utilizing hand-written prescriptions will be penalized by Medicare. 

“There are different ways government can do things,” Seaton said. “They can dangle a carrot or beat you with a stick. With the Medicare initiative, they’ve obviously chosen to start by dangling the carrot by way of reimbursements.” 

Annually, more than 3.5 billion retail prescriptions are written in the United States, according to the National Association of Chain Drug Stores. Furthermore, about 1.5 million Americans are injured each year because of medication errors; more than 25 percent of the injuries are preventable, according to the Institute of Medicine. In 2006, the Institute recommended that all prescriptions be written electronically by 2010.
In 2007, eHealth Initiative, which promotes technology in medicine, reported that only 2 percent of the prescriptions eligible for electronic routing were transmitted electronically. The organization also said at least 35,000 prescribers were actively e-prescribing in 2007, which represents about six percent of physicians. By the end of 2008, it estimates there will be at least 85,000 active users of e-prescribing. 
“E-prescribing has been slow to catch on, even though the technology has been available for a long time; much more than a decade,” Seaton said. “There’s one primary reason, and that’s because the prescriber has had the responsibility of paying for the technology; they have to buy the computer hardware and software. Until now, our heath care system hasn’t really reimbursed prescribers for incurring such costs.” 
About St. Louis College of Pharmacy: Founded in 1864, St. Louis College of Pharmacy is one of the oldest and largest colleges of pharmacy in America. The College admits students directly from high school and integrates the liberal arts and sciences with a six-year professional curriculum leading to the Doctor of Pharmacy (Pharm.D.) degree. Approximately 1,200 students attend, and more than 72 percent of practicing pharmacists in the St. Louis metropolitan area are alumni. Additional information is available at www.stlcop.edu.
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