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How a simple bar code can change the health care industry 
 
The bar code is so common in grocery and retail operation that we hardly ever think about the 
power that it holds. In health care, a simple bar code has the ability to completely revolutionize 
health care operations and the patient experience.  
 
Almost 40 years after the first product was successfully scanned at a retail checkout, only 25 
per cent of Ontario’s hospitals report that they are using bar code technology to procure, track, 
replenish, stock and manage their products and supplies.    
 
Besides the statistics that show hospitals are slow to adapt new technology, they also face the 
challenges of naming, classifying and abbreviating healthcare products – a necessary step to 
create common standards across the system. 
 
One of the main reasons why supply chain standards have not been more widely adopted by 
the health sector is because patient care, not the movement of consumer items, is its core 
business. But, with health care costs reaching a level that forces suppliers, vendors and 
healthcare providers to optimize their back-end activities, there has now been a movement to 
modernize the healthcare supply chain and necessary standards are being implemented. 

 
Why standards are important 
Although hospitals understand the value that supply chain standards can bring to operations, 
there has been no clear leadership, on either supplier or provider side, to drive change.  
 
The Ontario Hospital Association (OHA) is working to promote product naming and identification 
standards in a manner similar to the retail sector. The OHA is supporting GS1 Canada – the 
Canadian arm of the world’s leading supply chain standards organization – to help the sector 
adopt industry-driven, system standards.   
 
While time consuming, the process of developing common standards must be collaborative – 
involving healthcare professionals, vendors, manufacturers, distributors, and technical system 
specialists.  GS1 Canada is working with the healthcare industry to create a national medical-
surgical product registry which will serve as the sector’s central, trusted source for accurate 
product information. It will be complemented with product information from other GS1 Canada-
managed product registries, containing data from other sectors. Acting as a one-stop-shop for 
accessing clean, consistent, and validated product data, this soon-to-be launched registry will 
save healthcare organizations time, money and ensure data accuracy.  
 
Future rewards for the healthcare sector 
By adopting global GS1 supply chain standards, Ontario hospitals can potentially save $300 
million, which can be reinvested into priority services and programs. Beyond the financial 
rewards, these new standards will enhance patient safety by reducing medical errors, enabling 
efficient product recalls and ensuring the authenticity of pharmaceutical, biotechnology and 
medical devices. This technology will free up precious time for staff to focus more on front-line 
patient care rather than managing paperwork, relabeling products or dealing with errors. And, 
because the future of the healthcare system is all about integration, global standards will help 
bring organizations – both clinical and non-clinical operations – together by enabling access to a 
central repository for product information. 
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The OHA, in its desire to advance the system-wide adoption and dissemination of leading, 
evidence-based practices in quality and patient safety, views the adoption of standards and 
supporting technologies as an enabler of quality and patient safety improvement.  
 
On November 9th, HealthAchieve will offer a Supply Chain Management session, which will 
examine how to successfully manage the clinical services supply chain. 
 
To learn more and register visit www.healthachieve.com 
 
 


