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Cameron and Fritzie Burkett are suing Advocate Health and Hospitals Corp. after their infant son, Genesis, died be-
cause of a sodium chloride overdose attributed in part to data incorrectly entered into a computer.

When technolo

The tragic death of a premature baby reveals

the potential danger involved in the use of
computerized data by health care providers

BY JUDITH GRAHAM
AND CYNTHIA DIZIKES
Tribune reporters

The medical error that killed
Genesis Burkett began with the kind
of mistake people often make when
filling out electronic forms: A phar-
macy technician unwittingly typed
the wrong information into a field on
a screen. i

Because of the mix-up, an auto-
mated machine at Advocate Luther-
an General Hospital prepared an
intravenous solution containing a
massive overdose of sodium chloride
— more than 60 times the amount
ordered by a physician.

When the nutritional fluids were
administered to Genesis, a tiny baby
born 16 weeks prematurely, the in-
fant’s heart stopped, and he died,
leaving behind parents stunned by

grief.
Although a series of other errors

Genesis Burkett when he was 40
days old. The infant was improving

. despite being born 16 weeks

prematurely.

contributed to the tragedy, its origin
— apiece of data entered inaccurately
into a computer program — throws a
spotlight on safety risks associated
with medicine’s advance into the
information age, a trend being
pushed aggressively under health
reform.

The federal government is aiding
the shift with $23 billion in incentives

to medical providers who buy elec-
tronic medical records or comput-
erized systems that automate drug
orders and other medical processes.
The hope is that these technologies
will enhance access to vast amounts
of information tucked away in paper
files and meaningfully improve medi-
cal care.

Doctors should be able to see test
results quickly and communicate
more easily with each other, for
example. And electronic safeguards
can remind physieians about recom-
mended medical practices or alert
them to harmful interactions be-
tween medicines.

Yet with these sizable potential
benefits also come potential prob-
lems. Hospital computers may crash
or software bugs jumble data, de-
leting information from comput-
erized records or depositing it in the
wrong place. Sometimes, computers
spew forth a slew of disorganized
data, and physicians can’t quickly
find critical information about pa-
tents,

Meanwhile, different electronic
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