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ISMP Canada is an independent 

not-for-profit organization dedicated 

to reducing preventable harm from 

medications

Our Vision: Zero preventable harm 

from medications

Our Mission: to identify risks in 

medication use systems, recommend 

optimal system safeguards, and 

advocate for safe  medication practices
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Outline

• Canadian Context

• Magnitude of Problem 

• Risk-Minimization Strategies

• Finding the Balance in the midst of an Opioid Crisis
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Canadian Context

• 4500 Canadians hospitalized annually for overdose (2015)

• 6% experience liver injury

• Most overdoses are intentional; 20% are unintentional

• The proportion of cases of injury due to unintentional 
overdose rose from 27% (2006) to 45% (2011) 

• There are 500 Acetaminophen containing products 
marketed in Canada

• 350 non-prescription products

From Health Canada Summary Safety Review (2015) and Acetaminophen Special Project (2014) cited in: ISMP Canada Safety Bulletin, 2017, Acetaminophen: Preventing Harm through Safe Use. Available from: 

https://www.ismp-canada.org/download/safetyBulletins/2017/ISMPCSB2017-04-Acetaminophen.pdf
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Unintentional Overdoses

ISMP Canada Safety Bulletin, 2017, Acetaminophen: Preventing Harm through Safe Use. Available from: https://www.ismp-canada.org/download/safetyBulletins/2017/ISMPCSB2017-04-Acetaminophen.pdf

Possible causes:

• Belief that non-prescription medications cannot cause harm

• Lack of awareness of maximum daily dose

• Taking more than one product containing acetaminophen 
(paracetamol)

• Confusion caused by umbrella names

• Pediatric dose calculation/measurement errors
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Canadian Context cont’d

• Most liver injuries are caused by doses higher than 4 g 
per day

• In the U.S. manufacturers have voluntarily reduced the 
labelled daily maximum dose for adults from 4 g to 3g.

• The manufacturers have not implemented this labelling 
change in Canada

ISMP Canada Safety Bulletin, 2017, Acetaminophen: Preventing Harm through Safe Use. Available from: https://www.ismp-canada.org/download/safetyBulletins/2017/ISMPCSB2017-04-Acetaminophen.pdf
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Coroner’s Office -Public Warning

Available from: https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/3-deaths-in-iqaluit-related-to-prescription-tylenol-overdose-1.2825716 and https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/kitchener-waterloo/improved-labelling-coming-for-over-

the-counter-and-prescription-drugs-1.3665135

2014

• Nunavut’s Coroner’s Office issued a 

public warning

• 3 deaths due to acetaminophen toxicity

• All 3 individuals had prescriptions for 

acetaminophen
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Coroner Report - Increased Awareness

Available from: https://www.thestar.com/news/world/2014/02/21/the_dark_side_of_acetaminophen.html

2014

Coroner investigating the case of 19-year old Ashley 

Campbell classified the acetaminophen overdose death as  

accidental

Ashley’s father advocated for greater awareness:
“As a father I thought about pot, I thought about booze…all 

the things a dad thinks about with a daughter.” “I did not think 

about acetaminophen.”

There was a call for stronger warnings on labels
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ISMP Canada Letter

Available from https://www.thestar.com/opinion/letters_to_the_editors/2014/03/04/drug_umbrella_names_confuse_users.html

Raising awareness of ‘umbrella names’

• “The use of ‘umbrella names’ for 
marketing purposes is confusing to 
consumers.”

• “This term refers to the use of the same 
brand name for products that contain 
different ingredients.” 

• “Consumers must not assume that they 
know what a product contains just 
because it carries a familiar brand name.”
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Risk-Minimization Strategies

ISMP Canada Safety Bulletin, 2017, Acetaminophen: Preventing Harm through Safe Use. Available from: https://www.ismp-canada.org/download/safetyBulletins/2017/ISMPCSB2017-04-Acetaminophen.pdf
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2016 Health Canada Labelling Standard

Health Canada Revised Guidance cited in: SMP Canada Safety Bulletin, 2017, Acetaminophen: Preventing Harm through Safe Use. Available from: https://www.ismp-

canada.org/download/safetyBulletins/2017/ISMPCSB2017-04-Acetaminophen.pdf

• Clearer instructions on packages emphasizing 
• the lowest effective dose should be used

• the maximum daily dose should not be exceeded

• precautions with alcohol

• Enhanced display of information: “Contains Acetaminophen”     

• Drug Facts Table (mandatory 2021) 

• Calibrated dosing device for liquid products provided in 
package
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Health Canada Revised Guidance Document: 
Acetaminophen Labelling Standard

Available from:  https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/drug-products/applications-submissions/guidance-documents/revised-guidance-document-acetaminophen-

labelling-standard.html and http://healthycanadians.gc.ca/recall-alert-rappel-avis/hc-sc/2016/60198a-eng.php
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Principal Display Panel requirements
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Drug Facts Table
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Educate
facilitate and support learning and 

sharing to improve medication safety
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Health Canada’s Acetaminophen webpage

Available from: https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-medical-devices/acetaminophen.html
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Let's talk about acetaminophen  
Health Canada

Available from https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/publications/drugs-health-products/let-s-talk-about-acetaminophen.html
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Let's talk about acetaminophen  
Health Canada

Available from: https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/canada/health-canada/migration/healthy-canadians/publications/drugs-products-medicaments-produits/poster-acetaminophen-acetaminophene-affiche/alt/pub-eng.pdf
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Spotlight on Acetaminophen

SafeMedicationUse.ca webpage – Spotlight on Acetaminophen, Available from: https://safemedicationuse.ca/tools_resources/tips_acetaminophen.html
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Newsletter for Consumers

SafemedicationUse.ca Newsletter, 2014, Acetaminophen – Harm from Overdose Can Be prevented, Available form: https://safemedicationuse.ca/newsletter/downloads/201402NewsletterV5N1Acetaminophen.pdf
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Safety Bulletin for Health Care Providers

• text

ISMP Canada Safety Bulletin, 2017, Acetaminophen: Preventing Harm through Safe Use. Available from: https://www.ismp-canada.org/download/safetyBulletins/2017/ISMPCSB2017-04-Acetaminophen.pdf
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Media Key Messages

Available from: https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/health-canada-puts-new-labelling-rules-on-acetaminophen/article31894465/
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Media Engagement

Available from: https://www.cbc.ca/news/health/acetaminophen-toxicity-health-canada-1.3764672

Image provided by ISMP Canada 

to help demonstrate why we 

needed the new label standard

• Multiple products containing 

acetaminophen

• Difficult to identify 

acetaminophen 
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Social Media Campaign - twitter
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5 Questions to Ask, and Acetaminophen

Available from: https://www.ismp-canada.org/medrec/5questions.htm and https://www.ismp-canada.org/download/MedRec/5questions/TT-NEWS-2017-Sept_FINAL.pdf, page 4
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Opioid Crisis and Pain Management

Available from: https://www.ismp-canada.org/download/OpioidStewardship/WisdomTeethRemoval-EN.pdf

Balancing 

harms / risks of 

available therapies:

• Acetaminophen

• NSAIDS

• Opioids
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A Key Partner in the Canadian Medication Incident Reporting and Prevention System

Thank you  

Any Questions?


