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Patient Safety Event:   
 
Vancomycin Adverse Events 
 

Why was this a Critical Incident?  
Several patients experienced an adverse drug reaction related to receiving an antibiotic used to treat 
infection (vancomycin). The drug (medicine) affected their kidney function. 
 

What happened in the incident?  

Patients experienced kidney harm (injury) after receiving intravenous vancomycin. Vancomycin is a 

commonly used antibiotic for treating serious infections.  

 

Vancomycin treatment needs careful dosing for each patient. This is so the infection is treated while 

reducing the risk of nephrotoxicity, (causing damage to the kidneys). Monitoring kidney health is an 

important part of using vancomycin, and a blood test for creatinine level is a usual part of this 

monitoring.   Achieving the right balance in dosing can be challenging and requires careful monitoring. 

 

All of the patients experienced an increase in serum creatinine from their baseline levels, and this 

increase can indicate kidney damage.  However, the increased creatinine remained within normal limits 

and did not flag as an abnormal lab result. 

 

What is the Health Care System learning?      

 

When medications are given intravenously through a pump, they are usually given through a standard 

“drug library” that has pre-programmed information and helps to prevent errors.  Intravenous pump drug 

libraries are not standardized provincially.  In some areas, vancomycin is entered as a general 

“antibiotic”.  This limits the ability to standardize programming.  

 

There is inconsistency provincially in how vancomycin infusion bags are prepared, which may affect the 

concentration of medication provided to the patient. 

 

Monitoring trends and increases in creatinine level can help to identify kidney harm early.   

This review highlights the importance of tailoring therapeutic drug monitoring to individual patients. 

There are Provincial vancomycin monitoring recommendations from 2020, that rely on vancomycin 
“trough” levels.  Since they were developed, there is new national expert guidance regarding new ways 
of monitoring vancomycin levels and kidney health for individual patients.  Limiting exposure to high 
doses of vancomycin helps to protect kidney health and promote antimicrobial stewardship. 
 

What are the recommendations? 

Modify the drug monograph to reflect the dosing calculations for doses over 1 gram.  
 
Discuss the practice of managing the vancomycin monitoring bloodwork process at nursing and 
medical leadership groups for awareness. 

Patient Safety Learning Advisory 

https://www.cda-amc.ca/sites/default/files/hta-he/ha0006-vancomycin-fca-final.pdf
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Develop a medication review model to prioritize patients who require detailed medication reviews.  
 
Provide an education session on vancomycin dosing which will include doctors, pharmacists, and 
nurses.  
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Glossary: 

Adverse medication event - An unintended reaction or response to a medicine. 

Antimicrobial Stewardship - Is a coordinated, evidence-based approach to using antibiotics and other 
antimicrobial drugs in the most effective and responsible way.  This is important because only using 
antibiotics when needed helps to prevent certain health issues for patients and decreases antimicrobial 
resistance. 

Intravenous - Medicine that is administered directly into a vein, sometimes with help from equipment 
(pump). 

Vancomycin – A strong antibiotic used to treat a very serious infection. 

Serum Creatinine – A blood test used to check how well your kidneys are filtering (cleaning) your 
blood. 

Baseline – A snapshot of your blood work that shows your normal levels and can be used for 
comparisons to see if your blood work levels are improving or getting worse. 

Drug Monograph – A drug specific requirement and instruction sheet. 
 
Drug Library - Software in intravenous (IV) infusion pumps that has pre-programmed information and 
helps to prevent errors, in part by placing limits and having high dose warning alarms on programming 
that appears to be outside normal limits. 
 
Trough level – A blood test that shows the lowest concentration of the drug before the next dose is 
administered. 

 

 

 
 

Your privacy is important to us, so in this summary we have removed any details  

which would help identify the subject of this event. It’s important that we can learn 

from safety events and make changes to improve the care we provide. 

 


