Safety Matters: accidental phenytoin overdose

An infant presented with seizures. As part of the resuscitation an infusion of phenytoin was
commenced. A few minutes later the infant had an unexplained cardiac arrest.

An accidental overdose of phenytoin was later demonstrated to have been the cause with
undiluted phenytoin being administered rather than diluted drug. The correct calculation was
made for dilute phenytoin, but due to human error, the same volume of undiluted drug was
drawn up and given. Three experienced members of staff had prepared and checked the
phenytoin, but due to environmental and human factors, they did not follow the correct
procedure in confirming the final solution against the drug vials.




