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In this chapter, the fundamentals of pharmacovigilance are outlined with a par-
ticular emphasis on the role of healthcare professionals in reporting adverse drug 
reactions (ADRs) . It also explains why pharmacovigilance is specifically important 
regarding biological medicinal products (biologicals) .

2.1  Fundamentals of Pharmacovigilance
2.1  Fundamentals of Pharmacovigilance
Before medicinal products are marketed, they undergo extensive risk assessment, 
including clinical trials . After marketing authorisation, drugs are prescribed to 
larger populations in medical environments that are less controlled than clinical 
trials . Hence, medicines might produce ADRs during normal therapeutic use, 
despite risk assessment during marketing authorisation (Belton and the European 
Pharmacovigilance Research Group 1997) .

It is estimated that ADRs account for five percent of all hospital admissions 
and cause around 200,000 deaths per year in the European Union (EU) (European 
Commission 2008) . Based on the estimation by the European Commission (Com-
mission), the total cost of ADRs amounts to roughly €80 billion .

Hence, product safety is a substantive public concern and essential for public 
health . Patients might be harmed not only by a drug itself, but also due to the 
combined interaction of more than one prescribed drug . In order to prevent harm, 
the surveillance of medicinal products is vital and pharmacovigilance has become 
an important aspect of public health legislation (Johnson and Hutchinson 2015) .

The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines pharmacovigilance as “the 
science and activities relating to the detection, assessment, understanding and 
prevention of adverse effects or any other medicine-related problem” (WHO 2004) .

Pharmacovigilance pursues the following four general objectives (WHO 2004):
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•	 “To improve patient care and safety in relation to the use of medicines, and all 
medical and paramedical interventions;

•	 to improve public health and safety in relation to the use of medicines;
•	 to contribute to the assessment of benefit, harm, effectiveness and risk of medicines, 

encouraging their safe, rational and more effective (including cost-effective) use;
•	 to promote understanding, education and clinical training in pharmacovigilance 

and its effective communication to health professionals and the public” .

In order to detect and assess ADRs, pharmacovigilance is based on the collection of 
information about the therapeutic use of medicines after marketing authorisation; 
most pharmacovigilance systems rely on the spontaneous reporting of adverse ef-
fects (Pal et al . 2013) . The most important source of ADR information is collected 
through individual case safety reports (ICSRs) .

The importance of pharmacovigilance for public health legislation is illustrated 
by the expansion of the Programme for International Drug Monitoring by the 
WHO . This programme began in 1968 with 10 partner countries and has continued 
to expand; more than 100 countries have joined the programme as of 2016 . The 
WHO maintains a global database including information about which countries 
have submitted over 10 million ICSRs chronicling adverse reactions .

The Role of Healthcare Professionals
So that pharmacovigilance can be effective, all suspected ADRs must be reported 
in an accurate and timely manner (Alvarez-Requejo et al . 1998) . In general, phar-
macovigilance requires the close collaboration of various actors, such as politicians, 
policy officials, health administrators, the pharmaceutical industry, healthcare 
professionals and increasingly the general public . However, healthcare professionals 
have a key role in pharmacovigilance and ADR reporting in particular .

According to the WHO, healthcare professionals “maintain health in humans 
through the application of the principles and procedures of evidence-based med-
icine and caring” (WHO Education Guidelines 2016) . In line with the WHO’s 
definition, we are including the following groups under the general heading of 
healthcare professionals:

•	 Medical doctors (including general and specialised practitioners)
•	 Nursing professionals
•	 Midwifery professionals
•	 Dentists
•	 Pharmacists
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However, these groups include further sub-groups and some variation also exists 
in the national terminology, which is reflected in the respective country chapters 
(see Chapter 5); healthcare professionals can be referred to as doctors, physicians, 
clinicians and practitioners . These terms are often country-specific and reflect the 
national variety of healthcare systems .

Causality Assessment and Signal Detection
With the increase of ADR reporting, establishing a causal relationship between 
the administration of a drug and adverse effects has become more challenging 
(Naidu 2013) . Whereas causality assessments used to rely solely on expert judg-
ment, automatic data processing through algorithms has become more important 
for determining the likelihood of a causal link . Thus, establishing a causal link 
between the prescription of a drug and observed effects is far from straightforward .

Causality assessment describes the systematic appraisal of reported adverse 
reactions in an attempt to establish a causal link between a prescribed drug and 
the adverse reaction .

A signal is defined as reported information about a possible causal link be-
tween a drug and the adverse effect, and signal detection is an essential element of 
pharmacovigilance with the goal of identifying unexpected ADRs and to inform 
authorities about possible regulatory actions that should be taken (Inácio et al . 2015; 
Kumar and Khan 2015) . In order to create signals, however, more than one ICSR 
is needed, and the strength of the signal depends on the quantity and quality of 
the information . In order to detect signals, pharmacovigilance relies on databases 
and statistical methods to collect information with a view to establish causality 
between a drug and adverse reactions .

2.2  Importance of Pharmacovigilance for Biologicals
2.2  Why Is Pharmacovigilance Particularly Important for Biologicals?
Due to the use of living cells, biologicals pose a specific challenge to pharmacovig-
ilance . Accurate reporting of ADRs regarding the use of biologicals is especially 
challenging because of the restrictions in clinical trials, sensitivity to changes in 
the manufacturing process, the reporting of batch numbers and the establishment 
of valid causality assessments .

First, biologicals have distinctive features that can cause ADRs and might not be 
detectable in conventional clinical trials (Calvo and Zuňiga 2014) . For biologicals, 
data from clinical trials are quite limited due to various factors, including their 
sample size and duration . Conditions during clinical trials differ significantly from 
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conditions encountered under normal clinical practices . Moreover, biologicals are 
often prescribed only for rare diseases . In these cases, it is difficult to include a suf-
ficient number of patients or special patient groups (such as children, the elderly or 
pregnant women) and to examine drug interaction in the clinical trials preceding 
authorisation (Giezen and Straus 2012) .

Hence, it is unlikely that every risk can be identified before the drug receives 
market authorisation and can be administered to a large group of patients . Accord-
ingly, it is crucial that regulatory action does not end after market approval but that 
the benefit-risk assessment remains an ongoing activity, ideally spanning a drug’s 
full life cycle (Eichler et al . 2008) . However, this is only possible when any adverse 
reaction or event of a biological is accurately reported to the competent authorities 
and can be traced back to the respective manufacturer .

Second, biologicals differ from small-molecule medicines in their highly complex 
structures and sensitivity to changes (Klein et al . 2016) . Biologicals are developed 
in long and complex production processes involving different manufacturers and 
even minor changes in any step of the manufacturing process can affect the product 
quality and safety, e .g . through alterations of the molecular structure or non-ad-
herence to quality standards . Potential changes in product quality and the safety 
profile can affect not only different products containing the same active substance, 
but also batches within the same medicinal product (batch-to-batch) . Thus, changes, 
intended or unintended, could result in previously unobserved, severe ADRs, with 
unpredictable consequences for the consumer (Klein et al . 2016) .

Third, because ADRs of biologicals can be batch-specific, it is crucial that not 
only the brand name, but also the batch number is accurately reported to ensure the 
correct and timely identification and facilitate the traceability up to the batch level 
(Vermeer et al . 2013) . Recent studies have shown that brand-name identification is 
well established but that batch numbers are (still) under-reported (Klein et al . 2016) .

Fourth, a drug can only be withdrawn from the market for safety reasons when 
a valid causality assessment is established . Yet to define this period – or the at-risk 
window – is especially challenging when it comes to biologicals (Giezen and Straus 
2012; Arnaiz et al . 2001) . Thus, calculating the risk-benefit balance and therefore 
deciding to withdraw a certain drug from the market is only possible with suffi-
ciently valid data through accurate ADR reporting .

In order to ensure the correct and timely attribution of adverse events to the 
correct product and batch, the availability of information, such as the international 
non-proprietary name, the brand name, the company’s name and the batch number, 
is necessary (Calvo and Zuňiga 2013:18) .

For these reasons, timely and accurate reporting of ADRs is particularly important 
when it comes to the use of biologicals . Under-reporting reduces sensitivity because 
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it underestimates the frequency and thus the impact of the problem and makes 
the system more vulnerable to selective reporting which may introduce a serious 
bias (Alvarez-Requejo et al . 1998) . Adequate availability of exposure information 
is necessary to timely link an emerging product safety issue to the correct product 
and batch (Klein et al . 2016) . Even though the level of evidence of case reports is 
often poor, spontaneous reports contribute to the majority of safety withdrawals . 
And when there are no doubts about the causal relationship between an adverse 
event and a drug, spontaneous reports may be the sole source for regulatory action 
(Ebbers et al . 2011) .

References

Belton, K . J . and the European Pharmacovigilance Group (1997) . Attitude Survey of Adverse 
Drug-Reaction Reporting by Health Care Professionals across the European Union . Euro-
pean Journal of Pharmacology 52: 423-427 .

Alvarez-Requejo, A ., Carvajal, A ., Bégaud, B ., Moride, Y ., Vega, T ., Martín Arias, L .H . (1998) . 
Under-Reporting of Adverse Drug Reactions: Estimate Based on a Spontaneous Reporting 
Scheme and a Sentinel System . European Journal of Clinical Pharmacology 54: 483-488 .

Arnaiz, J . A ., Carné, X ., Riba, N ., Codina, C ., Ribas, J ., Trilla, A . (2001) . The Use of Evidence 
in Pharmacovigilance – Case Reports as the Reference Source for Drug Withdrawals . 
European Journal of Clinical Pharmacology 57: 89-91 .

Calvo, B ., Zuňiga, L . (2014) . EU’s New Pharmacovigilance Legislation: Considerations for 
Biosimilars . Drug Safety 37: 9-18 .

Ebbers, H . C ., Mantel-Teeuwisse, A . K ., Moors, E . H . M ., Schellekens, H ., Leufkens, H . C . 
(2011) . Today’s Challenges in Pharmacovigilance: What Can We Learn from Epoetins? 
Drug Safety 34(4): 273-287 .

Eichler, H . G ., Pignatti, F ., Flamion, B ., Leufkens, H ., Breckenrige, A . (2008) . Balancing Early 
Market Access to New Drugs with the Need for Benefit/Risk Data: A Mounting Dilemma . 
Nature Reviews Drug Discovery 7: 818-826 .

Giezen, T . J ., Straus, S . M . J . M . (2012) . Pharmacovigilance of Biosimilars: Challenges and 
Possible Solutions . Generics and Biosimilars Initiative Journal 1 (3-4): 118-119 .

Inácio, P ., Airaksinen, M ., Cavaco, A . (2015) . Language Does Not Come “in Boxes”: Assessing 
Discrepancies between Adverse Drug Reactions Spontaneous Reporting and MedDRA® Codes 
in European Portuguese . Research in Social and Administrative Pharmacy 11: 664-674 .

Johnson, C .L ., Hutchinson, J . A . (2015) . Pharmacovigilance in Europe . Transplantation 
99(8): 1542-1543 .

Klein, K ., Scholl, J . H . G ., Vermeer, N . S ., Broekmans, A . W ., Van Puijenbroek, E . P ., De 
Bruin, M . L ., Stolk, P . (2016) . Traceability of Biologics in The Netherlands: An Analysis 
of Information-Recording Systems in Clinical Practice and Spontaneous ADR Reports . 
Drug Safety 39: 185-192 .



16 2   Pharmacovigilance

Kumar, A ., Khan, H . (2015) . Signal Detection and Their Assessment. In Pharmacovigilance . 
Open Pharmaceutical Science Journal 3: 66-73 .

Pal, S . N ., Duncombe, C ., Falzon, D ., Olsson, S . (2013) . WHO Strategy for Collecting Safety 
Data in Public Health Programmes: Complementing Spontaneous Reporting Systems . 
Drug Safety 36: 75-81

Vermeer, N . S ., Straus, S . M . J . M ., Mantel-Teeuwisse, A . K ., Domergue, F ., Egberts, T . C . G ., 
Leufkens, H . G . M ., De Bruin, M . L . (2013) . Traceability of Biopharmaceuticals in Spon-
taneous Reporting Systems: A Cross-Sectional Study in the FDA Adverse Event Reporting 
System (FAERS) and EudraVigilance Databases . Drug Safety 36: 617-625 .

WHO (2004) . Pharmacovigilance: Ensuring the Safe Use of Medicines . WHO Policy Per-
spectives on Medicines 9 .

WHO (2016) . WHO Education Guidelines . Last accessed 26 .11 .2016: http://whoeduca-
tionguidelines .org/content/1-definition-and-list-health-professionals

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.


	2Pharmacovigilance
	2.1 Fundamentals of Pharmacovigilance
	2.2 Importance of Pharmacovigilance for Biologicals
	References




