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Background An innovative new palliative care unit opened in
December 2011 within an NHS hospital with a completely new
team, many of whom had not worked in a predominantly pallia-
tive setting before. A high volume of controlled drugs was given
to patients and the number of errors, as reported by the elec-
tronic internal error reporting system, was higher than desired.
Controlled drugs were given out to patients at the end of the
nursing night shift (for morning drugs) and end of the late shift
(for evening drugs). Changing the times of administration of
drugs so that this was done at the start rather than the end of a
shift was thought to offer a possible solution to this problem.
Aim To reduce the number of errors made with controlled drug
administration in a cost effective way.
Result Before changing the timing of the controlled drug
rounds there were 23 errors relating to controlled drugs
reported in 13 months (7 relating to administration and 5 of

these to administration of regular, rather than “as required”,
medication). The controlled drug timings were altered slightly
so that, instead of being done by the nurses at the end of a shift,
they were administered by nurses at the start of their shift when
they were less tired. Since changing to the slightly different
times there have been 4 reported errors relating to controlled
drugs in 6 months, none of which relate to administration of
controlled drugs.
Conclusion Maintaining a 12 hour gap between controlled
drug administration but giving the medicine out at the start of
nursing shifts has been a free and effective way to reduce the
number of controlled drug errors occurring on the ward and
reduce administration errors to zero.
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