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Causes of prescribing errors in children in relation to doctors’ prescribing 

behaviour. Qualitative evaluation using reported incidents 

Introduction 

Medical education exists to improve patient care, yet most education research is not 
situated within clinical practice. As a consequence, researchers have struggled to 
demonstrate that education impacts patient outcomes. Prescribing error in children is 
a case in point, continuing to cause harm for patients and anxiety for physicians, 
despite concerted efforts at improvement. This study aimed to generate evidence to 
inform prescribing education by developing an in-depth understanding of the 
behavioural causes of errors occurring in authentic clinical practice. 

Methods 

Qualitative evaluation of a large dataset of reported prescribing errors in children in 
secondary care, using critical realist causal logic and the Capability-Opportunity-
Motivation-Behaviour (COM-B) theoretical model. 

Results 

460 reported errors contributed to analysis. A range of prescribing behaviours, such 
as not checking resources or not involving patients, led to errors. Behaviours were 
determined by highly-interrelated elements such as prescribers’ lack of pediatric 
experience, insensitivity to risks, fragmented, unsupportive workplaces, and the 
specific demands of prescribing tasks. 

Conclusion 

This study reveals the complex, wide-ranging causes of prescribing errors in 
children. It points to a need for sophisticated educational strategies that account for 
prescribing complexity, such as authentic, contextualised modes of feedback, 
interprofessional education geared towards collective performance, and measures to 
expand the role of patients in supporting safe prescribing. This study’s approach – 
using data derived directly from practice and focusing on prescribing behaviour – 
offers the potential to directly benefit patients. 
 
 
 
 
 


