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The electronic Medicines Compendium (‘eMC’)
Learning outcomes
By the end of this learning module you will be able to describe the role of the electronic Medicines
Compendium (eMC) and be able to search for Summaries of Product Characteristics (SPCs) and Patient
Information Leaflets (PILs) efficiently. In addition you will be able to navigate SPCs effectively, and be
aware of some of the risks associated with them. To get the best from this module, we suggest you
copy the exercises we describe here on your own PC, mobile, or notepad.

What is the eMC?
The eMC contains SPCs and PILs for medicines licensed in the UK. About 200 pharmaceutical companies
pay for their SPCs and PILs to be published on the website at www.medicines.org.uk/emc/ which is free
to use.

How to search the eMC
To search for an individual SPC or PIL, start to type the name of the medicine into the search box on the
home page and a drop down list will appear. For example, we have started to type Chlor...
Select the drug you are
interested in and press the red
‘Go’ button or the return key on
your keyboard.
This produces a list of relevant
SPCs and PILs. Scroll down to find
the product of interest and click
on the document title to see the
SPC or PIL.
In some cases the information
you’ll be looking for will be
unique to a particular brand or
formulation of medicine such as
the excipient content; in these
situations you’ll need to ensure
you select the right product that
you’re interested in.
In other cases, this is less crucial such as whether a particular side effect has been reported with a
medicine as this is usually not brand-specific.
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A list of chloramphenical products
on the eMC. In this search we’re
looking for the SPC for the
Kemicetine Succinate brand.

SPCs and PILs follow a standard format and include essential information about the medicine including
the licensed indication(s), dose, contraindications, side effects and drug interactions.
The date the document was last updated is displayed underneath the title. This is important to note as
there may be some lag time between new guidance being published (such as that from the MHRA) and
the SPC or PIL being updated.

Some information may appear in more than one section of the SPC or PIL; for example information
about drug interactions can appear in the Contraindications section (4.3) as well as the Special
Precautions section (4.4) and the Drug Interactions section (4.5).
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Using the ‘Advanced Search’ function
To search across more than one SPC or PIL then you will need to use the Advanced search function.
Starting at the home page click on the Advanced search link as shown.

There are then 2 options; searching using a word or phrase or searching by specific SPC section. In
practice, searching by SPC section is most commonly required and can be helpful to source products
without specific excipients, for example.
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For example to search for an ibuprofen preparation that doesn’t contain lactose, firstly click on the ‘By
SPC section’ and then the ‘Please select a section’ bar in the middle of the screen.

Next, select section 2 ‘Qualitative and quantitative composition’, enter ibuprofen into the search box
and click the ‘Add’ tab.

To filter out the ibuprofen preparations that do contain lactose, repeat these steps now selecting
section 6.1 ‘List of excipients’, entering lactose into the search box and importantly changing the
‘contains’ bar to ‘does not contain’ by clicking on the drop down menu. Finish by clicking on the ‘Add’
tab again and finally the purple ‘Search’ tab.
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This will produce a list of all the ibuprofen products on the eMC that don’t contain lactose. There is the
option to narrow the search by using the filters on the left-hand side of the screen if required.
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What’s not on the eMC?
Not all companies publish their SPCs and PILs on the eMC. If you can’t find what you are looking for then
you could contact the company directly or take a look at their website. Alternatively the MHRA also
maintain a more comprehensive repository of SPCs and PILs but it isn’t as easy to search as the eMC.
The eMC does not include information about unlicensed medicines. However some SPCs may contain
information about the use of a licensed medicine in an unlicensed way (e.g. linezolid in children).

Further reading
If you want to learn more about how SPCs are prepared, there is a useful short presentation from the
European Medicine Agency here.

Now attempt the exercises described below in the ‘Test Yourself’ section.
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Test Yourself

(answers on page 8)

1. Find the SPC for Zocor 10mg tablets. Which antibiotics are contraindicated with simvastatin?

2. What advice does the SPC for Xarelto (rivaroxaban) 10mg tablets give about switching to parenteral
anticoagulants?

3. What advice does the Solpadol Caplets SPC give about use in breastfeeding mothers? How does this
compare to the advice given in the SPC for the Bayer brand of co-codamol effervescent tablets?

4. Use the Advanced search function to find an oral contraceptive free from lactose.

5. Which fluid should the Sandoz brand of omeprazole infusion be diluted in before administration?

6. Find the SPC for the Hospira brand of intravenous vancomycin. Can one gram be administered over
an hour?

7. Search for the SPCs for domperidone tablets. You’ll see that although domperidone is an old
medicine, it has been reclassified as a ‘ Black Triangle’ medicine. What does this mean and why do
you think this has happened?

8. What is the dose of Clexane for VTE prophylaxis in patients with severe renal impairment?

9. Find the SPC for levofloxacin eye drops – do they contain benzalkonium chloride?

10. Search for the SPC for the Martindale brand of midazolam 2mg/ml injection. Can it be administered
at the same time through a single lumen peripheral line as intravenous ranitidine?
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Test Yourself – The Answers
1. Section 4.3 of the Zocor SPC specifically contraindicates concomitant use of erythromycin,
clarithromycin and telithromycin. However the sections on Special precautions (4.4) and Drug
interactions (4.5) also list fusidic acid as not being recommended with simvastatin but this is not
included in the Contraindications section.
2. The section on Posology and method of administration (4.2) recommends that the first dose of
parenteral anticoagulant should be given at the time the next rivaroxaban dose would be taken.
3. The MHRA issued new guidance about the use of codeine is breastfeeding mothers in July 2013.
The Solpadol SPC has been updated to take account of this new advice but the date on the top
of the Bayer SPC precedes the MHRA warning. Always take the time to review the date an SPC
was last updated.
4. Your search strategy should look something like this:

If you press the Search tab, the list of SPCs produced does not include an oral contraceptive
currently available on the UK market. The symbol beside the Femulen SPC indicates it has been
discontinued.
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5. Section 6.6 on Special precautions for handling and disposal of the SPC for the Sandoz brand of
omeprazole infusion indicates that sodium chloride 0.9% or glucose 5% should be used.
6. One gram of intravenous vancomycin cannot be administered over one hour. Section 4.2 states
that each dose should be administered at a rate of no greater than 10 mg/min which means that
the minimum infusion time should be 100 minutes. Rapid administration can lead to severe
hypotension including shock and rarely cardiac arrest, histamine release and rash (‘red man
syndrome’).
7. The Black Triangle is used to indicate that domperidone is subject to additional safety
monitoring. This was reassigned to domperidone products following the MHRA’s warning about
a small increased risk of cardiac side effects in 2014.
8. Information about dosing in renal impairment is usually included in the Posology and method of
administration section of an SPC. In this case the recommended dose of enoxaparin is 20mg
subcutaneously once daily.
9. The SPC for levofloxacin eye drops is not listed on the eMC but can be found on the MHRA
website at http://www.mhra.gov.uk/spc-pil/index.htm . The Oftaquix brand of levofloxacin eye
drops does contain benzalkonium chloride. Unit dose vials are available and these do not
contain the excipient.
10. Information on mixing parenteral medicines is sometimes (but not always) included in section
6.2 of an SPC. The SPC for the Martindale brand of midazolam states that it is incompatible with
ranitidine and immediately forms a white precipitate.
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