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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION: By introducing electronic prescribing in December 2020, Bulgaria took a major step to-
wards the digitalization of healthcare in the country. The regulatory framework was swiftly changed which
resulted in little time for testing and implementing the e-prescription system.

AIM: This study aims to explore the awareness, preparedness and attitudes of pharmacists towards the in-
novation prior to its mandatory launch.

MATERIALS AND METHODS: A sociological method was used: a face-to-face anonymous survey among
pharmacists in the region of Varna, utilizing paper questionnaires.

RESULTS: The results showed the respondents’ positive attitudes and well equipped pharmacies. However,
anumber of challenges were also identified, such as insufficient information and trainings, a short trial pe-
riod leading to concerns and lack of confidence in community pharmacists.

CONCLUSION: The functioning e-healthcare system is a priority goal of healthcare development in Bulgar-
ia. The introduction of the electronic prescription is an important step for the future digital transition in
our country. Despite pharmacists’ positive attitudes towards the innovations and the expectations that it
would enhance medical care, we should note that at the start of the project the focus was more on technolog-
ical performance and not on staff training. Trainings, time and experience are needed to build an effective
functioning system in support of professionals and society.
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The development of this innovative model will
provide a detailed snapshot of citizens’ health; it
will allow strategic planning and forecasting the fu-
ture processes in healthcare; priority setting for the
national health policy as well as a higher quality of
healthcare services (1,2,3,4,5,6,7).

The chief goal is to place the focus on the needs
of the individual patient (8). An indicator of achieved
outcomes is the improved health of the population
©).

In Bulgaria e-health was introduced into prac-
tice through the implementation of the Nation-
al Health Strategy 2014-2020 and the e-Governance
Development Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria
2014-2020.

The documents envisaged the design and
launch of registries and classifications in the field
of healthcare; the development and implementation
of a national unified identifier; an expert system in
pharmacotherapy; the design of the National Health
Information System (NHIS) platform and the intro-
duction of an electronic health record, electronic re-
ferral, electronic prescription, etc. (10,11,12,13,14,15).

The process of implementing the e-health in-
frastructure in Bulgaria is moving slowly and ac-
cording to the analysis of DESI 2020 (Digital Econo-
my and Society Index) our country ranks 23" among
EU countries in terms of digital public services and
25 as regards the development of full public admin-
istration (7).

In 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic forced a rap-
id change in the working style of many institutions
and private entities in order to transition to a digital
environment. The critical step towards e-health was
made the same year with the implementation of the
electronic referral, the electronic prescription, and
the design of NHIS. In December 2020, through an
amendment of the Ordinance on the Terms and Con-
ditions for Prescribing and Dispensing of Medicinal
Products, the terms electronic prescription and quali-
fied electronic signature (QES) were brought into use
and 30.04.2021 was set as a deadline for the launch of
the system (16,17,18).

The new requirements directly concern activ-
ities performed by pharmacists. Providers of spe-
cialized pharmaceutical software are the main ac-
tors that need to make the necessary technological

changes. The chief pharmacist is accountable for or-
ganizing the activities in the pharmacy and compli-
ance with the regulations. For the purposes of per-
forming these responsibilities, a head of a pharma-
cy needs to be well-informed about any legislative
changes, guidelines and requirements from the Min-
istry of Health, NHIS, and NHIF relating to the dis-
pensing of medicinal products and the relevant ad-
ministrative activities (17,19,20). The lack of suffi-
cient information on the main government web por-
tals triggered our interest to conduct a survey on the
topic among pharmacists.

AIM

The aim of this article is to monitor the atti-
tudes, awareness, and readiness of pharmacists to
work with electronic prescriptions prior to the launch
of the system.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A sociological method was used through con-
ducting a face-to-face anonymous survey among
community pharmacists in the region of Varna uti-
lizing paper questionnaires. The survey was per-
formed between 14.02.2021 and 25.04.2021 just be-
fore electronic prescriptions were to become manda-
tory (01.05.2021).

RESULTS

A total number of 56 pharmacists from com-
munity pharmacies participated in the survey.

The information about the respondents’ demo-
graphics, academic degrees and advanced studies,
and work experience is presented in Table 1.

The share of respondents who worked with
electronic prescriptions during the trial period was
62.50%, while the remaining 37.50% did not fill e-
prescriptions at the time of the system trial.

A significant share of the professionals, a total
of over 75 %, reckoned that the electronic prescrip-
tion would fully facilitate or partially facilitate their
workflow. A total of 67.99% of respondents shared
that the innovation would fully or partially facilitate
the patient as an end user. The results are presented
in Table 2.

Half of the respondents held the firm view that
complete information was missing on the website of
the NHIS, whereas almost 45% of the participants
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Table 1. Gender, academic degrees, certifications, and
work experience.

Variables Resp c:;dents
o
Gender
Men 23.20%
Women 76.80%
Academic degrees and certifications
Master of Science of Pharmacy 85.70%
MPharm and a specialty certification 5.40%
MPharm and a PhD in Pharmacy 1.80%
l(;/iIHP:rilr? f?erij an academic degree in a 7 10%
Work experience in years
Less than 5 66.10%
From 5 to 10 5.40%
From 10 to15 14.30%
From 15 to 20 1.80%
Over 20 12.50%

sponse was given by a little over 60% of the sample.
The results are presented in detail in the Table 3.

The pharmacists consider that health profes-
sionals need additional trainings on how to work
with e-prescriptions, which must be provided by the
Ministry of Health and its structures as part of the
implementation of the system. The responses are giv-
en in Table 4.

The study explored the sources pharmacists
preferred for obtaining information about electron-
ic prescriptions. The respondents were given the op-
portunity to provide more than one answer. Over
64% of them indicated the pharmacy software pro-
vider as a main information source; less than half
of them responded that they found the information

Table 4. Need of additional training on the implementa-
tion of the system provided for by the Ministry of Health
and its structures.

Yes 82.10%
No 16.10%
1.80%

Such trainings should have happened.

Table 2. Facilitating pharmacists and patients through the introduction of the e-prescription.

Does the electronic prescription facilitate:

Pharmacists’ workflow

Patients

Partially
37.50% 35.70% 26.80%
17.99% 50.00% 32.10%

Table 3. Information availability, pharmacy preparedness and confidence when working with electronic prescriptions.

Yes, Yes, to some No I dor’t know
completely degree
Is information on the NHIS website sufficient? 3.60% 41.00% 50.00% 5.40%
Is the pbarmacy prepared to operate with 39 30% 44.60% 12.50% 3.60%
e-prescriptions?
Are you confident in filling e-prescriptions? 14.00% 46.40% 26.80% 1.80%

answered that the available information was par-
tially or totally sufficient. According to more than
83.90% of the respondents, pharmacies were com-
pletely or partially prepared for operating with elec-
tronic prescriptions. As regards pharmacists’ confi-
dence in working with e-prescriptions, a positive re-

from the MH or NHIS. One third of the respondents
received information on e-prescribing from NHIF/
RHIF. The results are presented in Table 5.

Opinions on whether the time for trial and in-
troduction of the system was sufficient were diverse.
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Table 5. Sources used by respondents to obtain informa-
tion about the electronic prescription.

Table 6. Reported problems and difficulties in the imple-
mentation of the electronic prescription.

Two groups of responses were outlined: Group A
(‘Yes’) and Group B (‘No’). The majority of respon-
dents (58%) pointed at the lack of sufficient time for
implementation and gave the answer ‘No’. A small
number of the respondents (only 9%) stated that the
implementation time was ample. Over 32% of the
survey participants indicated that the implemen-
tation time was sufficient, but they lacked specific
testing elements. The bar chart in Fig. 1 shows the
results.

The respondents had the opportunity to de-
scribe the problems and difficulties they encoun-

50.00%

40.00%

A
30.00%
20.00%
10.00% ’
0.00%

Yes, but we haven’t
received e-
prescriptions

No, because we
haven't received e-
prescriptions

Group A: ‘YES’ Group B: ‘NO’

Fig. 1. Sufficiency of time for implementing and testing
the electronic prescription.

tered during the implementation of the system. The
answers given by the survey participants are outlined
in Table 6.

DISCUSSION

Utilizing the e-prescription is a key stage in the
process of developing an effective e-health infra-
structure. It is promising that during the trial peri-
od more than half of the respondents succeeded in

Ministry of Health 16.10% & Lack of precise information for health
MEL NHIS websit 58,600 professionals and patients;
, website .60%
@ Software problems such as slow loading of the
NHIF/RHIF 32.10% program with the prescriptions;
1 0,
Pharmacy software provider 64.30% @ Software problems associated with prescribing:
Wholesalers 1.80% dose, quantity and dosage form;
Bulgarian Pharmaceutical Union 19.60% & Technology-related difficulties in comparing
Reculatory framework 12.50% the prescribed and the dispensed quantity of a
& Y ’ medicinal product;
0,
Colleagues 3.:60% & Discrepancies in the number of prescribed

treatment days;

@ Impossible to refill an e-prescription in another
pharmacy.

testing the system and worked with electronic pre-
scriptions. In line with that the professionals ex-
pressed positive attitudes and expectations for a fa-
cilitated dispensing of electronically prescribed me-
dicinal products. The analysis confirms the results of
other studies on the subject, made before the regula-
tory changes (21,22,23). In one of these studies, con-
ducted in 2018, over 87% of pharmacists explicitly
stated that they want the e-prescription to be put in
place (24).

Pharmacists’ positive attitudes towards this in-
novation might be due to the advantages of e-pre-
scribing: saving both professionals’ and patients’
time; minimizing technical errors; facilitating com-
munication among health professionals; providing
possibilities for corrections; improving access to me-
dicinal products; facilitating monitoring of pharma-
covigilance; promoting the rational use of medicinal
products, etc. (21,22,23,24).

Our study found that pharmacies are techno-
logically prepared to operate with e-prescriptions de-
spite the reported insufficiency of information from
official sources.

Lack of information and subsequent problems
are the issues indicated throughout the survey. An
alarming statistic is that more than half of the phar-
macists trust the pharmacy software provider who is
not an official source of information due to the busi-
ness services they provide. This is probably associ-
ated with the fact that most of the issues reported by
pharmacists are technology-related. The time for im-
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plementation of the system specified in the regulato-
ry framework at the time of the study was 5 months.
It turned out to be insufficient not only because of
the short trial period but owing to lack of specific
testing elements. The problems and difficulties out-
lined by the respondents mostly concern technologi-
cal issues or lack of information, which confirms the
need for conducting a learning campaign. This has
been communicated by the surveyed group of phar-
macists as well.

All the uncertainties and insufficient experi-
ence with the innovations probably affect respon-
dents’ confidence in their knowledge and skills to
operate with electronic prescriptions.

CONCLUSION

Policy trends indicate a stepwise approach for
introducing an e-health infrastructure and modern-
izing the healthcare system. Despite pharmacists’
positive attitudes towards the innovations and phar-
macy preparedness to work with the new prescrip-
tions, more time, experience, and trainings are need-
ed to achieve effective outcomes. Thus, a functioning
system in support of both professionals and the soci-
ety will be built.

Achieving that goal is a major step, which will
increase the efficiency and quality of pharmaceutical
care and health services.
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