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to improve patient care can help by
learning to assess the quality of packag-
ing items, reporting poorly designed drug
packaging, and providing information
and advice to their patients, thus reduc-
ing the risk of medication errors. 

©Prescrire

Selected references from Prescrire’s literature
search.
1- Prescrire Editorial Staff “Drug packaging in 2009:
a few advances” Prescrire Int 2010; 19 (107): 135-137.
2- Prescrire Editorial Staff “Packaging of pharma-
ceuticals: still too many dangers but several encour-
aging initiatives” Prescrire Int 2007; 16 (89): 126.
3- Afssaps “Commission nationale de Pharma-
covigilance - Compte rendu de la réunion du mardi
25 mai 2010” 6 July 2010: 6-14.
4- Prescrire Rédaction “Toux gênantes“ Rev Prescrire
2008; 28 (299): 676-677.
5- Prescrire Rédaction “Médicaments de la toux et
rhume: effets indésirables trop graves face à des trou-
bles bénins” Rev Prescrire 2009; 29 (312): 751-753.
6- Prescrire Rédaction “AINS topiques: gare en cas
de grossesse” Rev Prescrire 2008; 28 (299): 664.
7- Prescrire Rédaction “Gare aux AINS en deuxième
partie de grossesse” Rev Prescrire 2007; 26 (270):
188-191.
8- Prescrire Rédaction “Infos-patients - Pas d’anti-
inflammatoire pendant la grossesse” www.
prescrire.org: 1 page.

Regulatory agencies and companies must take 
packaging more seriously

Everything that is needed to produce
safe and convenient drug packaging is
already available on the market (see
opposite), yet the quality of most pack-
aging remains mediocre. As a result,
some products carry a risk of potential-
ly dangerous medication errors. 

Guidelines needed. Guidelines are
needed for packaging safety, including:
quality criteria for unit-dose packaging;
the design of dosing devices; safety
guidelines for dangerous substances;
careful use of colour on the labelling in
order to distinguish between different
dose strengths belonging to the same
product line; specific recommendations
for paediatric drug packaging; and key
information for patients, according to
the nature of the medication, its indica-
tions, route of administration, pharma-
ceutical form, and devices for prepara-
tion and administration.

Existing guidelines tend to focus on
administrative requirements and cost
rather than on the quality of patient
care. For example, European recom-
mendations on the expression of drug
concentrations and dose strengths exist
solely for administrative purposes, not to

help health professionals and patients
use drugs correctly (1). 

More stringent controls. Some
drugs with dangerous packaging still
reach the market despite controls put in
place by European or national regulatory
authorities and pharmacovigilance com-
mittees. The French Transparency com-
mittee is supposed to weigh the advan-
tages and disadvantages of new drugs
relative to existing products; this includes
the packaging. Ineffective controls cre-
ate an unacceptable risk of confusion
and medication errors in practice.

Making drug packaging safer and more
convenient to use is a means of improv-
ing the quality of health care. Regulato-
ry agencies and drug companies must
take this issue more seriously. 
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Editors’ opinion

– Fingolimod
– Sublingual 5-grass pollen mix
– Atazanavir in children
– Dexamethasone intravitreal implant

– Fatal adverse events during hospital stays
– Tamoxifen and CYP 2D6 inhibitors: caution
– Tadalafil: visual and auditory disorders

– Seasonal influenza vaccination of the elderly
– Retinal vein occlusion
– Ivabradine in heart failure: no better than 

optimised beta-blocker therapy

– HIV infected patients: victims of the financial crisis
– Measuring survival time
– Astellas’ lawsuit against Prescrire
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