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Anticoagulation Made Easier Via Tracking Software

Q- nticoagulation therapy is risky busi-
ess. Just how risky became com-
mon knowledge in November 2007, amidst
widespread media reports that the new-
born twins of actor Dennis Quaid had acci-
dentally been given 1,000-fold overdoses
of heparin at a Los Angeles hospital. (They
survived,) But blood clots, uncontrolled
bleeding and other potentially lethal prob-
lems associated with blood thinners may
become largely things of the past if com-
puterized patient-safety surveillance tools
live up to their early promise.
“Anticoagulation therapy has a narrow
therapeutic window,” said John Poikonen,
PharmD, clinical informaties director
at UMass Memorial Medical Center in
Worcester. “Getting it right requires initial
and ongoing expertise and close monitor-
ing, and information tools to alert and
guide the dosing and monitoring of antico-
agulants can be extremely valuable.”
Numerous studies have demonstrated
the benefits of such tools, which auto-
mate the tracking of patients on blood
thinners and warn hospital workers of
impending hazards while there is still
time to prevent them. (See “Electronic
Alerts to Prevent Venous Thromboem-
bolism among Hospitalized Patients,”
N Engl J Med 2005;352:969-977) In light
of this research—and in an effort to meet
stringent anticoagulation safety guidelines
put into effect last Jan. 1 by the Joint Com-
mission—a growing number of hospitals
have begun implementing these tools.
Among the first to do sois the Universi-
ty of Pittsburgh Medical Center (UPMC),
which started using TheraDoc Antico-
agulation Alerts last May. This software

package compares patient laboratory val-
ues and pharmacy records to data streams
from radiology, microbiology and other
hospital departments and then sends anti-
coagulation-related updates and alerts to
hospital staff. It was developed by the
Salt Lake City-based medical informat-
ics company TheraDoc (www.theradoc.
com) and piggybacks on the firm’s exist-
ing expert system platform. (UPMC is
an investor in the company as well as an
early adopter ofits products.)

Hundreds of Alerts Generated

UPMC pharmacists say the Thera-
Doc software has generated hundreds
of alerts about potential bleeding events
and other problems that required patient
interventions. “TheraDoc has become the
backbone of our anticoagulation program
to help us quickly catch and document
potential adverse events, tests that need
to be ordered, or lab values that are too
high or too low;” said Susan Skledar, RPh,
MPH, director of UPMC’s Drug Use and
Disease State Management Program. “It's
quick and efficient, and it lets you know
in real time when something needs to be
looked at. Rather than looking through
five or six paper reports, it provides a
single integrated system for alerting us
when a patient’s medication may need to
be adjusted”

The software comes preprogrammed
with 34 different anticoagulation alerts,
including ones that point out out-of-
range international normalized ratio
values, potential drug interactions and
patients who are new to anticoagulant
therapy (and who are thus candidates
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TheraDoc software analyzes patient laboratory values and pharmacy records to send
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anticoagulation-related alerts to hospital staff.

‘Getting [anticoagulation] right requires initial and ongoing

expertise and close monitoring, and information tools to [guide

practitioners] can be extremely invaluable.

—John Poikonen, PharmD

for the patient education mandated by
the Joint Commission goals). Hospitals
can customize the system to meet their
needs, activating some alerts and turning
off others. Additionally, the system can be
configured to work smoothly with a vari-
ety of workflow patterns—for example,
firing off real-time pager or e-mail alerts
in hospitals with rounding pharmacists
or sending out once-daily reports in hos-
pitals where pharmacists play a more
centralized clinical role.

According to Ms. Skledar, the system’s
key benefit is its adaptability. “You can

match it to whatever pharmacy practice
model you have,” she said.

By the end of the year, TheraDoc will
begin selling a more robust anticoagula-
tion alert product, Anticoagulation Assis-
tant Module. The company said it will
incorporate an expanded set of alerts,
clinical care dashboards and intervention
documentation and compliance reporting
tools designed to streamline communica-
tion among caregivers, improve clinical
workflow and enhance clinical decision
making and patient safety.

—David W. Freeman



