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September 12, 2007
New Robots at VA Medical Center Fill Prescriptions to Avoid Medication Errors Hayden VA Medical Center First Facility to Install New Robot Dispensing System 
PHOENIX – The CTHVAMC&C in Phoenix is the first VA medical center to install the Robot Dispensing System (RDS), and to have two such robots working side by side at the same time. 

The RDS fills a 30-tablet prescription in about 20 seconds, according to Pharmacy Automation Specialist Scott Timiney, CPhT. On a recent, very busy day in the pharmacy, Timiney says the two robotic machines filled more than 500 prescriptions.
In addition to being fast, the dispensing system is said to be almost 100 percent accurate according to the manufacturer Parata Systems of Durahm, North Carolina.

“The machine takes away some of the potential for human errors, like grabbing the wrong medication or the wrong strength,” says Timiney. “People can’t do repetitive tasks over and over, all day, as efficiently and accurately as a machine does.”

Timiney says the RDS also improves medication safety by preventing cross contamination of pills. Because patient medication vials are filled directly from the cell designated to contain a specific drug, different drugs do not move across the same surface, leaving residue that could be picked up by another patient’s prescription.

The two robots together can hold 444 different medications and can fill about 80 percent of the CTHVAMC’s outpatient pharmacy’s tablet and capsule prescriptions. Narcotic drugs, ointments and liquid medications are filled by hand.

The prescription-filling process starts when a provider, a doctor or physician’s assistant, puts an order into the medical center’s comprehensive computerized patient records system. A pharmacist in the outpatient clinic reviews the order for appropriateness, dosage and frequency.  Once approved by the pharmacist, the computer sends the prescription order to the robot. The robot retrieves an empty pill vial, labels the vial, and moves it to the correct container, or “cell”, holding the desired medication. A small computer chip on each drug cell stores data. If that information matches the label on the bottle, the robot fills and caps the prescription. The filled, capped prescriptions are sorted by patients’ last names and put in a bin at the front of the robot.  

─ MORE ─
VA Medical Center uses New Generation of Robotics to Dispense Outpatient Prescriptions 
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Prescriptions are placed on a conveyor belt and travel to the front of the pharmacy where a pharmacist give them a final check.

Until recently, the CTHVAMC had utilized an automated system that was installed in 2001 to fill prescriptions for the outpatient pharmacy. That robot, known as “Phillop,” was retired with the addition of a new generation of as-yet-unnamed robots. The CTHVAMC also employs “Phyllis,” a robot in the inpatient pharmacy, to help fill prescriptions accurately and efficiently.
More about medication safety

The robotic dispensing systems used by the Carl T. Hayden VA Medical Center can prevent the kind of mistakes and “adverse drug events” that the national Institute of Medicine (IOM) says are very common in hospitals and other health care settings. In its 2006 report, “Preventing Medication Errors,” the Institute notes that, in hospitals, “errors are common during every step of the medication process ─ procuring the drug, prescribing it, dispensing it, administering it, and

monitoring its impact ─ but they occur most frequently during the prescribing and administering stages.”

According to the IOM’s report, preventable adverse drug events in hospitals can number more than 450,000 each year and add more than $8,000 to an individual hospital stay in which the medication error occurred. The IOM noted that, “substantial variations in error rates are found across facilities.”

To reduce medication errors, the IOM recommended that:

· Health care providers make greater use of information technologies in prescribing and dispensing medications, such as writing electronic prescriptions.
· Pharmacies evaluate the use of technologies such as bar-code systems and automated dispensing technology to improve the accuracy of medication processing and dispensing.

· Patients understand more about their medications and take more responsibility for monitoring those medications.

· Providers take steps to better educate, consult with, and listen to patients.
# # #

The Carl T. Hayden Veterans Affairs Medical Center has been serving veterans in Maricopa County since 1951.  We are a level one tertiary care facility that offers a variety of services to more than 65,000 veterans. We currently have 130 inpatient beds for medical and surgical patients, 80 beds for nursing home patients and 40 inpatient beds for mental health patients. We are honored to serve our veterans who have paid the price for us to enjoy our freedoms. 


