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Publication

This is an RCN practice guidance. Practice guidance are evidence-based consensus documents, used to guide decisions about 
appropriate care of an individual, family or population in a specific context.

Description

This publication provides an overview to direct nurses to the most appropriate information to support specific needs. It can be used 
by education and learning facilitators in practice to support robust training and competence development in medicines management.

Publication date: January 2020  Review date: January 2022
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This publication has met the nine quality standards of the quality framework for RCN professional publications. For more 
information, or to request further details on how the nine quality standards have been met in relation to this particular professional 
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Evaluation

The authors would value any feedback you have about this publication. Please contact publicationsfeedback@rcn.org.uk clearly stating 
which publication you are commenting on.

RCN Legal Disclaimer

This publication contains information, advice and guidance to help members of the RCN. It is intended for use within the UK but 
readers are advised that practices may vary in each country and outside the UK. 

The information in this booklet has been compiled from professional sources, but its accuracy is not guaranteed. Whilst every effort has 
been made to ensure the RCN provides accurate and expert information and guidance, it is impossible to predict all the circumstances in 
which it may be used. Accordingly, the RCN shall not be liable to any person or entity with respect to any loss or damage caused or 
alleged to be caused directly or indirectly by what is contained in or left out of this website information and guidance.
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Background and context
Whether or not you are a prescriber, medicines 
management and the administration of medicines 
is a key part of the nurse’s role. 

Following the announcement of the withdrawal 
of the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) 
Standards for Medicines Management 
(2007), the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) has 
been working closely with the NMC and other 
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What is medicines management?

The right medicine for the right 
patient at the right time 

Medicines management, also referred to as 
medicines optimisation, has been defined by the 
Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory 
Agency 2004 as: 

“The clinical, cost effective and safe use of 
medicines to ensure patients get the maximum 
benefit from the medicines they need, while at 
the same time minimising potential harm.” 

This is reiterated by the Department of Health, 
Northern Ireland, which state that:

“The goal of safe and effective medicines 
management is to optimise the benefits that 
treatment offers and attain the best outcome for 
each patient.”

health-ni.gov.uk/articles/medicines-
management

Effective medicines management places the patient 
as the primary focus, therefore delivering better 
targeted care with better informed individuals. 

Medicines management seeks to address 
medicines-related problems and optimise the use 
of medicines by providing advice on prescribing, 
medication monitoring, management of repeat 
prescribing systems and education and training 
on prescribing and the use of medicines. Further 
information is available at: nice.org.uk/
Guidance/Service-delivery--organisation-
and-staffing/Medicines-management/
Medicines-management--general-and-other 

Activities which promote safe and effective medicines management occur at each stage of the medicines 
journey and aim to improve outcomes for the patient. The stages of the journey include:

Stages Definition

Manufacturing and 
marketing

Ensuring that medicines are manufactured legitimately and safely, and that advertising 
complies with ABPI standards.

Procurement Ensuring medicines are purchased from a legitimate source. 

Selection Making a choice about which medicines to use. 

Prescribing Ensuring legal processes are adhered to for medicines particularly prescription only 
medicines. 

Dispensing
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Specialist prescribing

Becoming an independent 
prescriber

Competencies and maintaining 
competence

As a registrant working in a specialty, it is your 
responsibility to ensure that you have the skills 
and competence to work within that role. You 
must also demonstrate a good understanding 
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Transcribing
Transcribing can be defined as the act of making 
an exact copy, usually in writing. Transcribing is 
the copying of previously prescribed medicines 
details to enable their administration. 

Organisational policies and procedures for 
transcribing must be underpinned by risk 
assessment. Such policies are clear about who 
can transcribe, when it can be used, and the 
difference between transcribing and prescribing. 
Transcribing should not be confused with 
prescribing or badged as transcribing when in 
fact it is prescribing. Transcribing can only be 
used to make an exact copy of medicines that 
have already been prescribed, for example, 
patients own medicines that have been 
prescribed and dispensed by a pharmacy can be 
transcribed onto a Medicines Administration 
Record (MAR) chart so their administration 
can be recorded by the health care professional 
administering them. 

In clinical circumstances where transcribing 
occurs it must be underpinned by training, risk 
assessment, an audit trail, and have processes in 
place to limit errors. Organisational safeguards 
should be in place to ensure that transcribed 
information is not inadvertently used as a 
prescription. Transcribing cannot include any 
changes to the medication, for example the timing 
of, or titration of dose, as this becomes prescribing. 

For further information, please see the guidance 
on the administration of medicines in health 
care, available at: rcn.org.uk/clinical-topics/





MEDICINES MANAGEMENT

10

Summary of available guidance
Following the withdrawal of the NMC Medicines 
Management Standards there are numerous 
resources on the RCN Medicines Management 
web area at: rcn.org.uk/clinical-topics/
medicines-management

Co-produced guidance
• Professional Guidance on the Administration 

of Medicines in Healthcare Settings (January 
2019) covers the administration of medicines, 
verbal orders, transcribing and covert 
administration. This professional guidance 
has been co-produced by the RPS and RCN 
and provides principles-based guidance to 
ensure the safe administration of medicines 
by health care professionals. It is available at: 
rpharms.com 

Guidance endorsed by  
the RCN
• Safe and Secure Handling of Medicines 

(SSHM) (December 2018) details the four 
core governance principles that underpin a 
framework for the safe and secure handling 
of medicines and can be used to develop 
working practices, policies and procedures.

 Principle 1: Establish assurance    
 arrangements – say what we do and why   
 we do it.

 Principle 2: Ensure capacity and capability   
 – train people and ensure they have the   
 necessary competencies and resources.

 Principle 3: Seek assurance – do what we   
 say and prove it.

 Principle 4: Continually improve – improve  
 what we do. 

The guidance is available at: rpharms.com/
recognition/setting-professional-standards/
safe-and-secure-handling-of-medicines 

• Polypharmacy. Getting our Medicines Right 
has been endorsed by the RCN and provides 
a summary of the scale and complexity of the 
issue of polypharmacy. It outlines how health 
care professionals, patients and carers can 
find solutions when polypharmacy causes 
problems for patients and points to useful 
resources that can help.

This guidance is available at: rpharms.com/
recognition/setting-professional-standards/
polypharmacy-getting-our-medicines-right 

Royal College of Nursing 
guidance 
• RCN advice guide for non-medical prescribers 

(2018). This guide provides information on 
non-medical prescribing including types of 
nurse prescriber, keeping stocks of medication 
and the RCN Indemnity scheme. It also 
provides a list of further useful resources 
and is available at: rcn.org.uk/get-help/rcn-
advice/non-medical-prescribers 

• Medicines management subject guide - link 
to RCN medicines management page and 
BNF and BNF for children, available at:  
rcn.org.uk/library/subject-guides/
medicines-management 

• Children and young people: Medicines 
management subject guide, available at: rcn.
org.uk/library/subject-guides/children-
and-young-people-medicines-management 

Please see the RCN Immunisation page which has 
advice on immunisation clinics, the role of nursing 
associates and health care support workers 
administering vaccines. Available at: rcn.org.uk/
clinical-topics/public-health/immunisation

Royal Pharmaceutical Society guidance

• Practical guide for independent prescribers 
(2018). This guidance has been endorsed by 
the RCN. 

• Medicines optimisation hub (2016).

• A competency framework for all prescribers 
(2016).

• Making the most of your medicines.

• Medicines Optimisation.

• Professional Guidance for the Procurement 
and Supply of Specials.

• Prescribing Specials Guidance for the 
prescribers of Specials.

RPS guidance is available at: rpharms.com






