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POSITIVE PATIENT IDENTIFICATION:
Use barcoding technology to enhance 
patient safety and reduce risk
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PUTTING PATIENT SAFETY FIRST

The Department of Health has announced it wants 
all products supplied to the NHS to carry barcodes 
compliant to the GS1 UK standard by the end of 
next year. Barcoding standardisation will cover 
all products manufactured for the NHS, including 
surgical equipment, patient wristbands and drugs.

Background

In 2005, the National Patient Safety Authority  
(NPSA) issued a Safer Practice Notice to NHS 
organisations in England and Wales recommending 
‘that all hospital inpatients in acute settings should 
wear wristbands (also known as identity bands)  
with accurate details that correctly identify them  
and match them to their care’.

Between February 2006 and January 2007, the 
National Reporting and Learning Service (NRLS) 
received 24,382 reports of patients receiving the 
wrong care. It is estimated that more than 2,900  
of these reports related to wristbands and their  
use or misuse.

Standardising the design of patient wristbands, the 
information on them, and the processes used to 
produce and check them, would improve patient 
safety and reduce the risks of misidentification and 
the errors in care associated with this.

In 2007, it was recommended that all NHS 
organisations in England and Wales using  
patient wristbands should:

• Only use patient wristbands that meet
the NRLS’s design requirements

• Only include the core patient identifiers
on wristbands

• Develop clear and consistent processes
for producing, applying and checking
patient wristbands

• Only use a certain colours for wristbands
and text

• Generate and print all patient wristbands
from the hospital demographic system at
the patient’s bedside, wherever possible

In June 2009, this notice was updated regarding 
label pre-printing. It was highlighted that printing 
several labels at once for future use was unsafe. 
It was also reiterated that the guidance remained 
best practice and needed to be put into practice to 
reduce or eliminate incidents.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) quite rightly holds the view that patient 
safety is a fundamental principle of health care, and encourages support for this 
principle globally.
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BARCODING: GIVING THE PATIENT A ‘VIRTUAL VOICE’

The Department of Health (DH) conducted a 
review of patient safety within the NHS in 2006. 
The main finding of the report was that one in ten 
patient admissions resulted in some kind of error, 
costing the NHS an estimated £2 billion per year in 
additional, avoidable hospital days. (C. Vincent,  
G Neale, M Woloshynowych (2001) “Adverse  
events in British hospitals.)

The report also found that at least half of 
these errors were preventable. This led to the 
development of five principles outlining a  
patient’s safety rights:

• Ensuring that the right patient
• Is given the right treatment
• In the right dose
• Through the right route
• At the right time

In February 2007, the Department of Health 
published a best practice guidance document titled 
‘Coding for success: simple technology for safer 
patient care’ which advised that, in order to address 
patient safety issues, the National Health Service 
(NHS) should adopt GS1 coding standards provided 
to help eradicate patient safety issues in the NHS.

This work has been adopted and driven by NHS 
Connecting for Health (CFH), the Department of 
Health’s agency responsible for delivery of the 
NHS’s ‘National Programme for IT’. The Automatic 
Identity and Data Capture (AIDC) programme has 
since driven adoption of GS1 UK standards by  
over 250 English Trusts operating in many different 
facets of healthcare.

Adhering to the ‘five rights’ of medicine 
administration can ensure the prevention of most 
medication errors. Too often, however, the check is 
fundamentally flawed because it fails to guarantee 
the right patient. Currently, approximately 5% 
of patient wristbands are erroneous or missing 
altogether. Illegible, incorrect or missing wristbands 
are responsible for the majority of adverse incidents.

Barcoded patient wristbands help healthcare 
providers to prevent these errors by ensuring 
accurate patient information is always available at 
the point of care. In addition, barcodes systems 
provide patients with clear, accurate, always-
available identification, so giving them a ‘virtual 
voice’ in their care from start to finish.

A study carried out at Charing Cross hospital, as part of 
Coding for Success found that patient ID checks were 
only being undertaken 17% of the time. When 
barcoded wristbands were implemented, they were 
checked 81% of the time.
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Barcode wristbands offer a wide range of benefits 
including improved accuracy and time savings, 
ensuring that patients have a solid, accessible 
identification foundation that their health record  
can be built around.

With a barcode system in place, staff can scan the 
wristband and immediately and accurately identify 
the patient via their computer-linked scanner. 
Application software compares the medication to 
information in the patient’s electronic record, and 
verifies the medication dosage, route and time.

After digital confirmation, the medication is 
administered. Finally, staff scan their own 
barcoded ID badge to record who administered the 
medication. The system essentially automates the 
‘five rights’ check, with the wristband scan verifying 
the right patient, and the database lookup from the 
medication scan verifying the other elements.

IMPROVING SAFETY, REDUCING RISK

The barcode is simply an alternative to text for 
expressing information. Anything that can normally 
be printed on a wristband can be encoded in a 
barcode that can also act as a key to a database.

Because barcodes store data in less space than 
handwritten or typed text, barcoded wristbands 
can include more information than conventional 
ones. Two-dimensional barcodes can store more 
information still. They can serve as portable records 
or even carry a digital photograph of the patient 
that can be viewed on a PC or laptop whenever the 
barcode is scanned.

The benefits of barcode wristbands aren’t just in the 
amount of information they hold, but in how they 
enable information to be presented and recorded.

Barcode scanning is extremely accurate – much 
more accurate than any manual means of information 
recording. Studies have shown that skilled typists 
make an average of one error per every 300 
keystrokes, and busy nurses would be unlikely to 
do better. In contrast, the error rate for barcode data 
entry is less than one per 3 million scans.

ACCURACY, VISIBILITY, SIMPLICITY AND EFFICIENCY
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