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Summary
Objective: This study explores alternative approaches to the display of drug alerts, and examines 
whether and how human-factors based interface design can be used to improve the prescriber’s 
perception about drug alert presentation, signal detection from noisy alert data, and their compre-
hension of clinical decision support during electronic prescribing.
Methods: We reviewed issues with presenting multiple drug alerts in electronic prescribing sys-
tems. User-centered design, consisting of iterative usability and prototype testing was applied. After 
an iterative design phase, we proposed several novel drug alert presentation interfaces; expert 
evaluation and formal usability testing were applied to access physician prescribers’ perceptions of 
the tools. We mapped drug alert attributes to different interface constructs. We examined four dif-
ferent interfaces for presenting multiple drug alerts.
Results: A TreeDashboard View was better perceived than a text-based ScrollText View with respect 
to the ability to detect critical information, the ability to accomplish tasks, and the perceptional effi-
cacy of finding information.
Conclusion: A robust model for studying multiple drug-alert presentations was developed. Several 
drug alert presentation interfaces were proposed. The TreeDashboard View was better perceived 
than the text-based ScrollText View in delivering multiple drug alerts during a simulation of elec-
tronic prescribing.
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1. Introduction
Electronic prescribing (e-prescribing) is the use of computing devices (clinical workstations, person-
al computers, or handheld devices) and drug information knowledge databases to enter, modify, re-
view, output and electronically transmit drug prescriptions [1]. E-prescribing is a form of computer-
ized physician order entry (CPOE). The latter can also allow for ordering of labs, imaging tests, pro-
cedures, etc. [2]. Studies suggest that e-prescribing with integrated decision support can reduce 
medication errors and adverse drug events (ADEs), increase healthcare efficiency, and improve pa-
tient safety [1-3].

Clinical decision support (CDS) in e-prescribing systems can improve patient safety and quality 
of care [1, 3, 4]. Teich and colleagues defined CDS as “providing clinicians or patients with clinical 
knowledge and patient-related information, intelligently filtered and presented at appropriate times, 
to enhance patient care” [5]. Clinical drug alerts/reminders are a form of CDS and have been com-
monly employed in CPOE/e-prescribing systems [1, 5]. These CDS systems use computer-generated 
messages that notify decision-makers when actions may be potentially unsafe. E-prescribing systems 
typically provide decision support in many domains that can promote safety, education, workflow 
improvement, communication between different stakeholders, and improved quality of care [1, 5-8]. 
▶ Table 1 shows examples of these decision support areas [5, 8].

In general, drug alerts/reminders are triggered based on pre-defined rules from CDS modules 
embedded in or connected to e-prescribing systems. For patients with complex medical regimens, 
the volume of drug alerts and precautions often results in large numbers of distinct alerts. In addi-
tion to these alerts being perceived as clinically insignificant, they also may not be well integrated 
into workflow [1, 2, 9, 10]. As a consequence, clinical decision support displays are often difficult to 
use in practice - resulting in the turning off of one or more decision-support modules to maintain or 
increase system adoption.

Studies suggested that e-prescribing adoption has increased [11] as recommended by groups such 
as the Institute of Medicine [12], the eHealth Initiative [1], and the Federal government [13], though 
there are no data to suggest that attention to drug alerts/reminders has improved. Despite the in-
crease in e-prescribing adoption, there are continuing concerns about meaningful use of CDS re-
lated to usability [4, 14-16]. Issues such as too many alerts lead many clinicians to ignore important 
alerts. This condition is called “alert fatigue” [17-20]. Many studies have demonstrated extremely 
high override rates as high as 85–95% for drug interaction alerts [21], and 69–80% for drug-allergy 
alerts [22]. The high override rate suggests intrusive alerts do not alter prescriber practices. In addi-
tion, user interfaces often disrupt the work process and require inordinate time to comprehend, in-
creasing what has been called the “attention cost” of the prescribing process [2]. Various studies have 
demonstrated the need for applying human factors engineering approaches to the challenge of CDS 
and the need for novel approaches to improving electronic health record (EHR) and CDS usability 
[3, 4, 6, 14-16, 23, 24]. Based on these notions, we postulated that alternative user interface designs 
may decrease the attention cost of alerts, as has been shown in inpatient CPOE systems [3]. We 
aimed to design and formally evaluate other user interfaces to display CDS output in an existing am-
bulatory e-prescribing system, to discover and evaluate how alternative human-computer interac-
tion paradigms might impact the satisfaction with commercially available CDS knowledge database.

2. Methods
The study was conducted at Vanderbilt University Medical Center (VUMC) in Nashville, Tennessee 
between November 20 and December 15, 2009. To discover alternative interfaces for CDS, we used 
recommendations by authors such as Jacko [25] and involved clinician prescribers throughout all 
stages of interface development - a process known as user-centered design. As shown in ▶ Figure 1, 
we combined this process with two common human factors engineering techniques. First, we used 
expert heuristic review to rank candidates according to their usability, and iteratively suggest refine-
ments. We then conducted formal usability testing on the highest ranking interface to evaluate its ef-
fectiveness at presenting multiple drug alerts in an existing ambulatory e-prescribing system.
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2.1 Interface development

We used three methods to develop and evaluate candidate user interfaces. First, we explored the lit-
erature about human-computer interfaces to find specific user interface approaches developed for 
multi-dimensionality alerting. Second, we used information mapping [26, 27] where we assigned 
drug alert attributes (type/category of alert, severity, frequency, strength of evidence, etc.) to differ-
ent interface constructs (color, text, icon and shape) to ensure that the drug alert content could be 
readily captured by the interface. Third, we conducted an Expert Review using a think-aloud process 
[28-31] with a convenience sample of six domain experts (clinicians). The Expert Review can be 
conducted with 5 “domain experts”, as described by Nielsen [32], Kantner and Rosenbaum [33]. The 
think-aloud process requires that study subjects use a particular interface to complete an externally 
proposed task, such as creating a prescription for a medication. The subject is required to verbalize 
the cognitive processes and actions during the process of completing the task. The think-aloud tech-
nique allows for a more in-depth analysis about how specific information attributes influence the 
user’s cognitive process [30]. The experts were faculty/fellow members of a Biomedical Informatics 
training program. All participants were active practitioners who had at least two years of experience 
with EHR and e-prescribing systems.

Our literature review disclosed 4 candidate user interface paradigms (described below) that could 
represent the complexity of clinical decision support output. Using these descriptions, one of us 
(MX) constructed a prototype of each interface using the Borland JBuilder 2005 software. Then, do-
main experts used the think-aloud process and completed a survey designed to assess how well they 
were able to interpret the attributes of the alert, including the type of drug alert, the frequency of the 
alert, the severity of the warning, the strength of evidence, the description of the interaction, its 
clinical effect, and whether there was a detailed explanation (Monographs) available. We summarize 
the discrete data (from disagree to strongly agree on a 5-point scale) for each alert interface. Results 
from this survey were used to rank each of four drug alert presentation interfaces in terms of clarity 
and ease of use.

2.2 Usability Testing
2.2.1 Prototype development for multiple drug alert presentation
Based on the information mapping assessment, we implemented working prototypes for a novel 
drug alert interface that received the highest marks and a typical drug alert interface used as a con-
trol. Specifically, we implemented the TreeDashboard View (see Result section for description in de-
tails) to compare with the ScrollText View, which was similar to a standard e-prescribing user inter-
face. The patient related information delivered by the prototypes included the patient’s age, the sex, 
the weight, the insurance information, the chief complaint for visit, the problem list, and the current 
medication list. The drug-related information delivered by the prototypes included the type of drug 
alert (drug-drug, drug-allergy, drug-disease, etc), the frequency of alert, the severity of the warning, 
the strength of evidence, the description of the interaction, its clinical effect, and whether there was a 
detailed explanation (Monograph) available.

2.2.2 Study subjects
For recruitment into the study, we targeted physician prescribers who were regular ambulatory 
e-prescribing users from Internal Medicine/Med-Peds (combined Internal Medicine and Pediatrics). 
None of them had participated in the first phase of the project – the Expert Review. We sent a per-
sonal email to each potential participant. The first twelve responders were invited to participate in 
the study. We used the other respondents as alternates if we could not schedule a session with any 
members of the original respondent group. The medical center’s Institutional Review Board ap-
proved the survey and research protocol.

2.2.3 Study design
Study participants completed the testing in a specially-configured cubicle to simulate attributes of a 
real-world ambulatory primary adult clinic setting. The participants used a workstation similar to 
what are available in this clinic. We created an audiotape of background noise from this clinic, and 
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had each participant listen to this noise via a headset during the testing. The noise included ringing 
telephones, beeping pagers, and people talking and walking, and so that we could simulate the types 
of distractions that predispose to errors in prescribing decisions.

During the study, each participant was automatically randomized to one of 4 possible series of 
screens, as shown in ▶ Figure 2.  We used a two-by-two counter-balanced presentation order scheme 
for case and drug-alert interface. Every clinician participant encountered one simulated patient case 
presented by TreeDashboard View and another simulated patient case presented by ScrollText View. 
We constructed two cases that were seen using different interfaces and in different sequences to con-
trol for training or fatigue effects. The patient cases represented different but common adult primary 
care prescribing situations that were similar in complexity. For instance, case I is a patient who is on 
warfarin. He is diagnosed with community acquired pneumonia. Erythromycin is newly prescribed. 
Case II is a patient who is on enalapril. He is diagnosed with congestive heart failure. Spironolactone 
is newly prescribed. Multiple care providers reviewed each case before testing. To complete the 
evaluation in a workflow-consistent manner, we integrated each case, prototype display, and study 
prompted into a test version of the local e-prescribing system, called RxStar, that has been in active 
use by more than 70% of our providers for over 5 years when the study was conducted.

Each study subject received 15-minutes of training. During the training, the participants were 
given a tutorial and were required to walk through a simulated patient case that was different from 
the other simulated patient cases used in the formal usability testing. They then interacted with the 
two patient cases that each included demographic information, a diagnosis, current medications, 
available laboratory information, and medications to be prescribed. The participant was required to 
make a decision about whether or not to prescribe each drug, using all available information. The 
available decision options for the “Prescribe?” question included “Yes”, “No” or “Unsure”. The par-
ticipant was not able to prescribe medications that were not part of the scripted cases. All partici-
pants followed the study instructions without any intervention from researchers, and all of them re-
ceived a Starbucks gift card or iPod™ earphones for appreciation upon study completion. As each 
case was completed, we recorded the final decision and the time-to-decision. Each subject also pro-
vided us with his or her years using the EHR, their specialty, and role (attending or resident). Finally, 
at the end of each case, we asked each subject to assess:
1. usefulness of the displayed drug alerts;
2. ability of the interface to facilitate detecting critical information;
3. ability to accomplish a task;
4. sufficiency of information for making a prescribing decision;
5. user friendliness of the interface;
6. ease with which they could arrive at a decision.

Each question was answered on a 10-point scale with descriptive text anchors on either end [34], 
such as, from “1: Hard to detect critical information” to “10: Easy to detect critical information”. Sur-
vey data were collected electronically. Mean and median response times were calculated for each 
drug-alert interface. In this study, the attention cost was measured as response time of TreeDash-
board View and ScrollText View. The response time was defined as the time from the display of the 
alerts to the time the prescriber made a decision to accept, to override or to cancel the prescription. 
We completed Wilcoxon signed-rank tests for significant difference in attention cost and precribers’ 
perception. All statistical testing was performed using SPSS Inc. SPSS software, version 14.0.

3. Results

3.1 Interface development
Seven drug alert attributes were included in our information mapping, as summarized in ▶ Table 2.

We identified a set of potential user interface paradigms after an extensive literature search that 
we labeled ScrollText, Tree, TreeDashboard, and Thermometer Views. ▶ Figure 3 shows screenshots 
from the interface prototypes that we developed.
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The ScrollText View (▶ Figure 3A, top left) is a user interface that presents drug alert information 
in a plain text, non-graphical format, and in an essentially linear way [35]. The prescriber scrolls the 
text up and down to locate various indicators. Scrolling is a familiar action that does not require 
training, and is often used in CDS alerting.

The Tree View (▶ Figure 3B, top right) presents drug alert information hierarchically [36]. The 
level of various drug alerts is shown by indentation on the left side of tree nodes. A tree is a collec-
tion of one or more nodes. Each node represents a screening module, such as drug-drug interaction 
screening or drug-disease ccontraindication screening. Each node is the parent of zero or more 
children, which are also nodes corresponding to multiple drug alerts retrieved from a certain screen-
ing module. A tree can be expanded (tree children nodes are shown) or collapsed (tree children 
nodes are hidden). The way in which a collapsed or expanded node is displayed depends on defini-
tive filtering rules.

The TreeDashboard View (▶ Figure3C, bottom left) shows the hierarchy of items and a matrix of 
additional data or item attributes in one unified structure. This view assembles information from 
multiple components into a unified display, and presents multiple drug alert information in a way 
that is easy to read, and easy to interact during e-prescribing. It also allows the prescriber to see a 
summary of various indicators. TreeDashboard is based on the concept of TreeTable [36], but it is 
more interactive in the way that the end users’ decisions, preferences and needs can be executed.

The Thermometer View (▶ Figure 3D, bottom right) presents multiple drug alerts using an anal-
og view that is almost exclusively graphical [37, 38]. In this implementation, a thermometer repre-
sents each drug alert. The alert’s attributes are presented by the height of the dye in the thermometer, 
the stem’s color, the thermometer’s width, etc.
▶ Table 3 shows sample mappings of the attributes to our four representative interfaces.
▶ Table 4 shows the six domain expert’s interface assessment. Each subject answered his/her drug 

alert related questions correctly. The subjects’ perceptions about the various drug alert presentation 
interfaces are summarized.

3.2 Usability Testing
▶ Figure 4 and ▶ Figure 5 show the prototypes of TreeDashboard View and ScrollText View respect-
ively that we implemented and integrated into an outpatient e-prescribing application and EHR sys-
tem at VUMC.

Twelve physicians completed the usability testing. All were providers in Internal Medicine. Fifty 
percent of the subjects (n = 6) were attending physicians, while the other 50% (n = 6) were in resi-
dency. More than 75% (n = 9) of the subjects had used e-prescribing for 2 or more years. All partici-
pants completed the usability testing within 40 minutes before the exit survey was conducted.

One subject prescribed medications that were absolutely contraindicated according to drug-alert 
information presented by the ScrollText View. Three subjects prescribed medications in spite of high 
grade warnings (high risk for interactions, required monitoring or considering alternatives) pres-
ented by the ScrollText View. Two subjects prescribed medications in spite of high grade warning 
presented by the TreeDashboard View.
▶ Table 5 summarizes the comparison of participant perception on both drug-alert interfaces 

(ScrollText View and TreeDashboard View). Four questionnaire items addressed prescribers’ per-
ception of quality of care. We considered that participants’ perception was strongly positive if the 
rating score was ≥8 on the 10-point scale. When asked about “the usefulness of drug alerts pres-
ented” (question 1), the response was positive with mean of 8.58 ± 0.793 for ScrollText View, and 
9.00 ± 0.739 for TreeDashboard View, respectively. When asked “if provided information is suffi-
cient for the participant to make prescribing decision” (question 4), the response was positive with 
mean of 8.67 ± 0.651 for ScrollText View, and mean of 8.50 ± 1.087 for TreeDashboard View. When 
asked about “how much the interface could help prescriber to accomplish prescribing task” (ques-
tion 3), the response was positive with mean of 6.67 ± 1.497 for ScrollText View, and mean of 8.25 ± 
0.754 for TreeDashboard View. When asked about “the ability to detect critical information” (ques-
tion 2), the response was encouraging with a mean of 6.33 ± 1.826 for ScrollText View, and a mean 
of 9.08 ± 0.793 for TreeDashboard View. Two questionnaire items addressed proscribers’ perception 
of efficiency. When asked about “the ease of use” (question 5), the response was a mean of 6.42 ± 
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1.929 for ScrollText View, and a mean of 7.58 ± 1.505 for TreeDashboard View, respectively. When 
asked “if provided information is easy to find for making prescribing decision” (question 6), the 
mean response was 6.50 ± 1.931 for ScrollText View, 8.17 ± 1.030 for TreeDashboard View.

We also asked subjects to comment about different aspects of the interfaces. When asked “How 
enthusiastic would you be if VUMC implemented this interface in your clinic”, 11 of 12 subjects felt 
TreeDashboard View was more enthusiastic, while one subject felt that it was moderate.

There was no significant difference between the response times for TreeDashboard View and 
ScrollText View (152 ± 61 seconds versus 122 ± 50 seconds, z = –1.256, p = 0.209, α = 0.05).

4. Discussion
In the context of this study, we mapped the clinical data (drug alert attributes) to different visual rep-
resentation metaphors (color, text, icon and shape) to ensure that the drug alert content could be 
readily captured and comprehended by clinician prescribers. After an iterative design phase, we 
examined four different interfaces for presenting multiple drug alerts [39]. The TreeDashboard View 
display appeared to be most favored among the four prototype interfaces studied. Our domain ex-
perts suggested that most available decision support applications delivered the drug alerts via a text-
based presentation. Therefore, to simplify the study, we only implemented the TextScrolling View as 
a control prototype interface. While it is therefore true that we could implement all four interfaces, 
we believe we implemented the most standard and the most well accepted novel interface design in 
this study.

Formal usability testing of the most promising interface (TreeDashboard View) and controlled 
text-based ScrollText View demonstrated that physician prescribers agreed or strongly agreed that 
multiple drug alerts delivered by either platform were useful for e-prescribing (both interfaces 
scored >8.5 on a 10-point scale). The physician prescribers agreed or strongly agreed that patient-re-
lated and drug-alert information presented by both drug-alert interfaces were adequate for them to 
make prescribing decisions (both interfaces were scored ≥8.5 on a 10-point scale).

Formal usability testing also demonstrated that the physician prescribers had favorable impressions 
for drug alerts presented by the newly-designed TreeDashboard View. These favorable impressions re-
late to quality of patient care and efficiency when compared to the controlled text-based ScrollText 
View. Compared with the ScrollText View, the participants demonstrated a statistically significant im-
provement in the ability to detect critical information, the ability to accomplish tasks, and the easy of 
finding information using the TreeDashboard View (p<0.005, 0.001, and 0.024, respectively).

The study also showed that the physician prescribers’ response time to the same set of drug alerts 
varied substantially, reflected by a high standard deviation. The physician prescribers participating in 
the formal usability testing seemed to spend more time with multiple drug alerts presented by the Tree-
Dashboard View. This result was contrary to our expectations – we initially hypothesized that the novel 
TreeDashboard View would reduce participant response time when evaluating multiple drug alerts.

Comments collected from survey questionnaires gave some explanations for this result. Tradi-
tionally, most drug alerts are delivered as text in popup windows, meaning that prescribers may be 
more familiar with the text-based ScrollText View. As a result, the novel TreeDashboard View inter-
face may involve a learning curve. This idea was indicated by participant comments on negative as-
pects of the interface. In this study, both simulated patient cases contained 6 drug-drug interaction 
and drug-food interaction alerts. The text-based ScrollText View may be still sufficient to handle 
this limited number of multiple drug alerts. In addition, some participants noted that the TreeDash-
board View encouraged them to seek more information, thus slowing them down, but potentially 
providing better care during prescribing. An improvement in our scaling system and more tutorial/
training time may reduce the response time to TreeDashboard View in the future.

Nevertheless, the formal usability testing showed no significant difference between the response 
times for TreeDashboard View and ScrollText View. This suggested that both interfaces had similar 
attention cost, given the similar response time for the subjects to decide prescribing the medication 
or not during e-prescribing exercise. There was no evidence of alert fatigue for TreeDashboard View, 
given no subject prescribed medications that were absolutely contraindicated according to drug-
alert information presented by the TreeDashboard View.
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Our experience suggests that alert fatigue is one of significant barriers for meaningful use of drug 
decision support and adoption of e-prescribing application. When drug alerts repetitively contain ir-
relevant information that does not apply to a specific patient, they become more of a hassle and an 
interruption than a helpful tool. In this study, we aimed to explore different novel drug alert presen-
tation interfaces. We expect that the novel interface with the highest marks would be used to im-
prove the clinicians’ experience in exploring multiple drug alerts and the signal detection from po-
tential high volume of alerts. We expect that the further usability study on such novel interfaces 
would aim on improving “alert fatigue”, perhaps decreasing the attention cost, therefore improving 
the meaningful use of drug decision support and adoption of e-prescribing application.

This study has limitations that merit discussion. First, the relatively small sample size (12 phys-
ician prescribers in the formal usability testing) limits statistical analysis. All participants were inter-
nists and half were residents, thus limiting generalization of the findings to community practitioners 
or specialists. In the future, we may need to expand the design to include more simulated patient 
cases, more test subjects, and more specialties. Additionally, the ScrollText View and the TreeDash-
board View were implemented in a simple manner, without the extensive user interface refinements 
of a commercial interface. The prescribers may need more time to adapt to the multiple drug alerts 
delivered by the newly-designed TreeDashboard View. Third, there are limitations to the assessment 
of attention cost and alert fatigue. In this study, attention cost was measured as response time that 
was defined as the time from the display of the alerts to the time the prescriber made a decision to 
accept, to override or to cancel the prescription. Alert fatigue in this study was determined by the 
medication that was prescribed but absolutely contraindicated. Refinement of such assessment 
based on usability design principle are required for more validated evaluation. Four, this study only 
investigated a single in-house e-prescribing system with one commercial drug information know-
ledge database at one academic medical center. The participants were made up of house staff in In-
ternal Medicine and Med-Peds who were familiar with the in-house developed EHR/e-prescribing 
systems in general. It is possible that results with other systems at other institutes may differ from 
those reported here.

5. Conclusion
This study explored issues related to the presentation of multiple drug alerts in an outpatient e-pre-
scribing application integrated into an EHR system at VUMC. A robust model for studying multiple 
drug-alert presentations was developed. Several novel drug-alert presentation interfaces were intro-
duced. Both expert evaluation and usability testing demonstrated that the TreeDashboard View was 
viewed more favorably than the text-based ScrollText View. Additional studies should be done on a 
refined version of this interface to improve its impact on accurate decision making and response 
time. The study result will be used to guide future work on the usability of multiple drug-alert pres-
entation interfaces in an existing e-prescribing system.
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Fig. 1 Human-factor engineering design approach in 
this study

Research Article

M Xie et al.: Multiple Drug Alerts in an Ambulatory Electronic Prescribing System

Fig. 2 Flow of events of formal usability testing
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Fig. 3 Four prototype drug alert presentation methods A) ScrollText View B) Tree View C) TreeDashboard View D) 
Thermometer View

A) B)

C) D)
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Fig. 4 Drug alert information delivered by TreeDashboard View

Fig. 5 Drug alert information delivered by ScrollText View
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Table 1 Decision support provided by e-prescribing systems

• Drug-allergy
• Drug-drug
• Drug-disease
• Drug-food
• Drug-critical laboratory value
• Drug reference information including formulary information, cost, and generic alternatives
• Duplicate ingredients
• Geriatric precautions
• Lactation precautions
• Insurance information
• National/institutional/departmental guidelines
• Pediatric precautions
• Pregnancy precautions
• Recommended dosing limits including patient-specific limits on total dose, dose rate, etc.

Attribute

Type

Severity

Frequency

Strength of evi-
dence

Description

Monograph

Clinical effect

* FDB: First DataBank® drug knowledge database

Description

Category of drug alert, e.g. drug-drug, drug-food, drug-disease

Severity of the interaction or contraindication

Frequency/prevalence of the interaction or contraindication

Strength of evidence supporting the warning

Description of the interaction found

Abbreviated as “Mono”, which includes detailed information on drug’s adverse 
reactions, contraindications, pharmacokinetics as well as related drug monograph 
topics

Pharmacological mechanism of interaction or contraindication

Source

FDB*

FDB

FDB

Fake data

FDB

FDB,
if available

FDB,
if available

Table 2 Description of drug alert attributes
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Table 3 Drug alert attributes mapped to each potential interface approach

Attributes

Type

Severity

Frequency

Strength of Evi-
dence

Alert description

Monograph

Clinical effect

Expand/Collapse 
Navigation

ScrollText

Text in block

Colored number

Colored percentage

Colored number

Text in block

Text in block

Text in block

Unable

Tree

Tree node

Face icon, colored 
number / background

Colored percentage

Colored number

Text in tree leaf

Text in subpane

Text in subpane

Able

TreeDashboard

Tree node

Face icon, colored 
number / background

Colored percentage / 
background

Colored number / back-
ground

Text in tree leaf

Text in subpane

Text in subpane

Able

Thermometer

Text around ther-
mometer

dye color in stem

dye height in stem

Size of thermometer, 
number / dye color in 
bulb

Text around ther-
mometer

Text around ther-
mometer

Text around ther-
mometer

Unable

Table 4 Comparison of prototype interfaces

Interface to present multiple ADEs

Interface concept

Cognitive style for drug alert presentation

Domain 
expert 
Assess-
ment

-    disagree; +       tend to agree; ++      slightly agree; +++      moderately agree; ++++     strongly agree

Easy to catch critical information?

Easy to interpret?

Is interface compact?

Information sufficient to make 
order decision?

ScrollText 
View

most textual

text-reader

+

++++

−

++

Tree View

less graphi-
cal more tex-
tual

++

++++

++

++

TreeDash-
board View

less textual 
more graphical

++++

++++

++++

+++

Thermometer 
View

most graphical

image-visualizer

+

−

+

−
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Table 5 Results of Wilcoxon Paired Signed-Rank Test on prescribers’ perception

Questionnaire item

Quality of care item

Question 1.
Usefulness of drug alerts

Question 2.
Ability to detect critical info.

Question 3.
Ability to accomplish tasks

Question 4.
Information sufficient to make a pre-
scribing decision

Efficiency item

Question 5.
Ease of use

Question 6.
Information easy to find

ScrollText
View

Mean score

8.58

6.33

6.67

8.67

6.42

6.50

SD

0.793

1.826

1.497

0.651

1.929

1.931

TreeDashboard
View

Mean score

9.00

9.08

8.25

8.50

7.58

8.17

SD

0.739

0.793

0.754

1.087

1.505

1.030

Paired
Differences

Mean

-0.417

-2.750

-1.583

0.167

-1.167

-1.667

SD

0.669

1.960

1.676

1.030

3.099

2.103

p-value

0.059

0.005

0.001

0.705

0.234

0.024

Research Article

M Xie et al.: Multiple Drug Alerts in an Ambulatory Electronic Prescribing System



347

© Schattauer 2014

Research Article

M Xie et al.: Multiple Drug Alerts in an Ambulatory Electronic Prescribing System

References
1. eHealth Initiative. Electronic Prescribing: toward maximum value and rapid adoption. Recommendations 

for optimal design and implementation to improve care, increase efficiency and reduce costs in ambula-
tory care (eRx Report). A Report of the Electronic Prescribing Initiative, eHealth Initiative. Washington, 
D.C. April 14, 2004. 2004.

2. Bell DS, Cretin S, Marken RS, Landman AB. A conceptual framework for evaluating outpatient electronic 
prescribing systems based on their functional capabilities. J Am Med Inform Assoc 2004; 11(1): 60–70. 
PubMed PMID: 14527975. Pubmed Central PMCID: 305459.

3. Miller RA, Gardner RM, Johnson KB, Hripcsak G. Clinical decision support and electronic prescribing 
systems: a time for responsible thought and action. J Am Med Inform Assoc 2005; 12(4): 403–409. 
PubMed PMID: 15905481. Pubmed Central PMCID: 1174885.

4. Magrabi F, Aarts J, Nohr C, Baker M, Harrison S, Pelayo S, Talmon J, Sittig DF, Coiera E. A comparative re-
view of patient safety initiatives for national health information technology. Int J Med Inform 2013; 82(5): 
e139–e148. PubMed PMID: 23266061.

5. Teich JM, Osheroff JA, Pifer EA, Sittig DF, Jenders RA, Panel CDSER. Clinical decision support in elec-
tronic prescribing: recommendations and an action plan: report of the joint clinical decision support 
workgroup. J Am Med Inform Assoc 2005; 12(4): 365–376. PubMed PMID: 15802474. Pubmed Central 
PMCID: 1174880.

6. Miller RA, Waitman LR, Chen S, Rosenbloom ST. The anatomy of decision support during inpatient care 
provider order entry (CPOE): empirical observations from a decade of CPOE experience at Vanderbilt. J 
Biomed Inform 2005; 38(6): 469–485. PubMed PMID: 16290243. Pubmed Central PMCID: 1518541.

7. Center for Information Technology Leadership. The Value of CPOE in ambulatory settings. Full Report. 
Available from www.CITL.org and www.HIMSS.org. 2003.

8. First DataBank. Drug Information Framework, www.FirstDatabank.com.
9. Bergk V, Gasse C, Schnell R, Haefeli WE. Requirements for a successful implementation of drug interac-

tion information systems in general practice: results of a questionnaire survey in Germany. Eur J Clin 
Pharmacol 2004; 60(8): 595–602. PubMed PMID: 15351924.

10. Taylor LK, Tamblyn R. Reasons for physician non-adherence to electronic drug alerts. Stud Health Tech-
nol Inform 2004; 107(Pt 2): 1101–1105. PubMed PMID: 15360983.

11. Surescripts. Surescripts’ National Progress Report on E-Prescribing and Safe-Rx Rankings, Year 2012 
(http://www.surescripts.com/downloads/npr/National Progress Report on E Prescribing Year 2012.pdf).

12. Aspden P, Wolcott J, Bootman JL, Cronenwett LR. Preventing Medication Errors: Quality Chasm Series: 
The National Academies Press; 2007.

13. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. Medicare Prescription Drug Improvement and Moderniz-
ation Act (MMA). 2003.

14. Middleton B, Bloomrosen M, Dente MA, Hashmat B, Koppel R, Overhage JM, Payne TH, Rosenbloom ST, 
Weaver C, Zhang J, American Medical Informatics A. Enhancing patient safety and quality of care by im-
proving the usability of electronic health record systems: recommendations from AMIA. J Am Med In-
form Assoc 2013; 20(e1): e2–e8. PubMed PMID: 23355463. Pubmed Central PMCID: 3715367.

15. Horsky J, Schiff GD, Johnston D, Mercincavage L, Bell D, Middleton B. Interface design principles for us-
able decision support: a targeted review of best practices for clinical prescribing interventions. J Biomed 
Inform 2012; 45(6): 1202–1216. PubMed PMID: 22995208.

16. Armijo D MC, Werner K. Electronic Health Record Usability: Interface Design Considerations. AHRQ 
Publication No. 09(10)-0091–2-EF. Rockville, MD: Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. 2009.

17. Ash JS, Sittig DF, Campbell EM, Guappone KP, Dykstra RH. Some unintended consequences of clinical 
decision support systems. AMIA Annu Symp Proc 2007: 26–30. PubMed PMID: 18693791. Pubmed Cen-
tral PMCID: 2813668.

18. Coleman JJ, van der Sijs H, Haefeli WE, Slight SP, McDowell SE, Seidling HM, Eiermann B, Aarts J, Am-
menwerth E, Ferner RE, Slee A. On the alert: future priorities for alerts in clinical decision support for 
computerized physician order entry identified from a European workshop. BMC Med Inform Decis Mak 
2013; 13: 111. PubMed PMID: 24083548. Pubmed Central PMCID: 3850158.

19. Coleman JJ, van der Sijs H, Haefeli WE, Slight SP, McDowell SE, Seidling HM, Eiermann B, Aarts J, Am-
menwerth E, Slee A, Ferner RE. Correction: on the alert: future priorities for alerts in clinical decision sup-
port for computerized physician order entry identified from a European workshop. BMC Med Inform 
Decis Mak 2013; 13(1): 122. PubMed PMID: 24188454. Pubmed Central PMCID: 3830500.

20. Embi PJ, Leonard AC. Evaluating alert fatigue over time to EHR-based clinical trial alerts: findings from a 
randomized controlled study. J Am Med Inform Assoc 2012; 19(e1): e145–e148. PubMed PMID: 
22534081. Pubmed Central PMCID: 3392862.

http://www.CITL.org
http://www.HIMSS.org
http://www.FirstDatabank.com
http://www.surescripts.com/downloads/npr/National%20Progress%20Report%20on%20E%20Prescribing%20Year%202012.pdf


348

© Schattauer 2014

21. Payne TH, Nichol WP, Hoey P, Savarino J. Characteristics and override rates of order checks in a practi-
tioner order entry system. Proc AMIA Symp 2002: 602–606. PubMed PMID: 12463894. Pubmed Central 
PMCID: 2244252.

22. Isaac T, Weissman JS, Davis RB, Massagli M, Cyrulik A, Sands DZ, Weingart SN. Overrides of medication 
alerts in ambulatory care. Arch Intern Med 2009; 169(3): 305–311. PubMed PMID: 19204222.

23. Rosenbloom ST, Geissbuhler AJ, Dupont WD, Giuse DA, Talbert DA, Tierney WM, Plummer WD, Stead 
WW, Miller RA. Effect of CPOE user interface design on user-initiated access to educational and patient 
information during clinical care. J Am Med Inform Assoc 2005; 12(4): 458–473. PubMed PMID: 
15802487. Pubmed Central PMCID: 1174891.

24. Johnson KB, Lehmann CU, Council on Clinical Information Technology of the American Academy of P. 
Electronic prescribing in pediatrics: toward safer and more effective medication management. Pediatrics 
2013; 131(4): e1350–e1356. PubMed PMID: 23530183.

25. Sears A, Jacko J. The Human-Computer Interaction Handbook: Fundamentals, Evolving Technologies, 
and Emerging Applications. 2002.

26. Horn RE. Mapping Hypertext: The Analysis, Organization, and Display of Knowledge for the Next Gener-
ation of On-Line Text and Graphics. Lexington, MA: The Lexington Institute; 1989.

27. Xie M, Tomlinson M, Bodenheimer B. Interface design for a modern software ticketing system. Proceed-
ings of the 42nd annual Southeast regional conference; Huntsville, Alabama: ACM; 2004.

28. Julie A. Jacko AS. The Human-Computer Interaction Handbook: Fundamentals, Evolving Technologies 
and Emerging Applications (Human Factors and Ergonomics): Lea; 2002.

29. Jaspers MW. A comparison of usability methods for testing interactive health technologies: methodologi-
cal aspects and empirical evidence. Int J Med Inform 2009; 78(5): 340–353. PubMed PMID: 19046928.

30. Jaspers MW, Steen T, van den Bos C, Geenen M. The think aloud method: a guide to user interface design. 
. Int J Med Inform 2004; 73(11–12): 781–795. PubMed PMID: 15491929.

31. Kushniruk A, Patel V, Cimino JJ, Barrows RA. Cognitive evaluation of the user interface and vocabulary of 
an outpatient information system. Proc AMIA Annu Fall Symp 1996: 22–26. PubMed PMID: 8947620. 
Pubmed Central PMCID: 2232971.

32. Nielsen J, Landauer TK. A mathematical model of the finding of usability problems. Proceedings of the 
INTERACT ’93 and CHI ’93 Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems; Amsterdam, The Ne-
therlands. 169166: ACM 1993; 206–213.

33. Kantner L, Rosenbaum S. Usability studies of WWW sites: heuristic evaluation vs. laboratory testing. Pro-
ceedings of the 15th annual international conference on Computer documentation; Salt Lake City, Utah, 
USA. 263388: ACM 1997; 153–160.

34. Norman K, Shneiderman B, Harper B. QUIS: The Questionnaire for User Interface Satisfaction. 
http://www.cs.umd.edu/hcil/quis/.

35. Christian K, Benjamin BB. Benefits of animated scrolling. CHI ’05 extended abstracts on Human factors 
in computing systems Portland, OR, USA: ACM; 2005.

36. Tidwell J. Showing Complex Data Using TreeTable. Designing Interfaces: Patterns for Effective Interaction 
Design. 2005.

37. Spang L, Trell E, Fioretos M, Kielstein V, Nasr M. „Healthometer“ – an instrument for self-distributed 
health screening and prevention in the population. J Med Syst 1998 Oct; 22(5): 339–355. PubMed PMID: 
9809274.

38. van Twillert B, Bremer M, Faber AW. Computer-generated virtual reality to control pain and anxiety in 
pediatric and adult burn patients during wound dressing changes. J Burn Care Res 2007; 28(5): 694–702. 
PubMed PMID: 17667488.

39. Xie M, Johnson K. Applying human factors research to alert-fatigue in e-prescribing. AMIA Annu Symp 
Proc 2007: 1161. PubMed PMID: 18694257.

Research Article

M Xie et al.: Multiple Drug Alerts in an Ambulatory Electronic Prescribing System

http://www.cs.umd.edu/hcil/quis/

	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Research Article
	Presenting Multiple Drug Alerts in an Ambulatory Electronic Prescribing System
	1. Introduction
	2. Methods
	2.1 Interface development
	2.2 Usability Testing
	2.2.1 Prototype development for multiple drug alert presentation
	2.2.2 Study subjects
	2.2.3 Study design


	3. Results
	3.1 Interface development
	3.2 Usability Testing

	4. Discussion
	5. Conclusion



