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hroughout the mid to late 90’s, Costco faced many of the same challenges of 

the retail pharmacy industry at large: rising prescription volumes, increased

workload in their pharmacies, and a shortage of pharmacists. Costco knew that 

to remain competitive it had to address these issues and as a result began exploring

pharmacy automation technology to automate tasks performed by pharmacy staff.

Vic Curtis, Costco’s Vice President of Pharmacy, was tasked with exploring

and proposing a pharmacy automation initiative. “The project was triggered

because we were really feeling squeezed between the shortage of

pharmacists in the marketplace and the growing Rx volumes in our

pharmacies,” explains Curtis. “As Costco matured as a retail drug chain,

we began experiencing problems related to high prescription volume and we

were struggling to find answers for how to better manage and deal with them.”
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urtis and Fred Floyd, Costco’s Pharmacy Information Systems Director, began their research by evaluating
automated dispensing systems.“We looked at automated counting first because that’s what caught our attention;
when you think automation, you think counting.” Costco evaluated several manufacturers and types of systems,
testing each as a “proof of concept.” “Innovation’s PharmASSIST system was the first system we installed.
It went live in November 2000 in Issaquah,WA, the second busiest pharmacy in our chain in terms of 
Rx volume. It was comprised of an Enterprise System with 150 dispensers,” describes Curtis.

C

Costco’s Pharmacy
Automation 
Initiative

Shortly thereafter Costco installed competing systems in other stores and began a head-to-
head comparison. In each case, Curtis and Floyd oversaw the installation and training.“Our
hands-on involvement with the systems was an invaluable learning experience,” comments
Curtis.“We were a two-man team and we spent a lot of long hours critiquing these systems.” 

Upon gathering a few months worth of data and usability feedback from the stores, Costco’s
view of the world changed. As Curtis puts it,“What we really wanted, once we knew better,
was more than just counting, it was enhanced workflow.What triggered the idea was the
workflow component of the PharmASSIST Enterprise System.Thus, our focus turned to
targeting processes within the pharmacy that we could automate and that would be beneficial
to our staff… this led to the development of our wish list.” According to Curtis,“We put 
out RFPs to several vendors with our wish list attached. Innovation not only addressed the
list, they offered additional features above and beyond the functionality we had requested,
and their pricing was right on.” 

As Craig Norman, who heads up the program’s training and 
logistics, sums it up,“The difference between Innovation 
and the other companies was the other companies said,
“Here’s our system, you figure out how to make it work 
in your pharmacy.” Whereas, with Innovation, they said 
here’s the system we have so far. How can we 
design and change it to make it work in 
your pharmacy? A totally different 
approach and much more the 
way we think here at Costco…
much more entrepreneurial.
That’s the thrust of our 
company… so from that 
standpoint, it was a 
very good fit.”



The Wish List

nce Costco decided workflow was the area they most wanted to address, the first step was 
to identify the workflow steps that needed improvement, which led to the wish list.Through 
the information gathering from the “proof of concept” locations, Costco could see where the 
pharmacies were struggling and they identified the areas they wanted to improve.

“Our main focus was the service counter. It really is a key focus for us because it’s where 
you have contact with the customer and where they build their impressions of your 
product and your services,” says Curtis.“Areas that needed improvement were 
quicker retrieval of Rxs and order-related information, reduced wait times,
and having an employee at the service counter - without moving - be able 
to determine the status of an order.” At the time, PharmASSIST didn’t 
track prescriptions from point of request to point of sale.“We felt 
to have true end-to-end Rx tracking capability, we needed to track 
an Rx from the instant we received it to the time it leaves our 
possession as a finished product.”

Still focused on the service counter, Costco also wanted to 
incorporate electronic signature capture into their process.As Curtis
explains,“Manually capturing signatures is fairly labor intensive and busy 
pharmacies spend at least two hours a day dealing with this. It’s not the capture 
of the signature on the strip, it’s the cataloging of the strip after you have the signature,” he continues,
“At best this manual process is only so good. And in an audit, by either a regulatory or a third party 
agency, pharmacy staff has to hunt through hundreds of signatures to find the right one.”

On the front end, Costco wanted to integrate their Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system into the 
process, enabling PharmASSIST to perform an instantaneous triage of refill requests as they came in.
Automated triage would enable Costco pharmacies to streamline the refill request process and start 
off each morning without a backup of requests.

“Our goal was to instantly time stamp, sort, and assign statuses to all refill requests. Sorting would 
occur based on whether a request was fillable or not, and had any outstanding issues such as needing a 
physician’s authorization or requiring pharmacist discretion,” says Curtis. If a request needed a physician’s
authorization, Costco wanted to
automate the process by quickly
communicating with the physician
for refill authorization.“That’s
where automated fax-to-doctor
came in,” says Curtis.

Upon working though the wish list
together, Innovation and Costco agreed to move forward on all fronts.“Innovation had a willingness to 
listen to people in the industry who understand the business and who are the best judge of the business
requirements.They were interested in creating the best possible product and they were willing to make 
changes to what they had and not insist that their product was the “be-all end-all” canned package.
Having that type of working relationship with a partner is rare.”
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he assimilation of new technology into a pharmacy’s operation could cause anxiety and a resistance to change
from the pharmacy staff. To ease the pressure during the rollout of PharmASSIST systems, Costco’s automation 

team kicked off numerous initiatives to lessen the impact of the change.

“Our goal was to shorten a store’s acclimation period and lessen the impact.
We produced an introductory video that enabled us to broadcast to the staff what 

our intentions were, and let them see what the system 
looked like,” says Curtis.“We also encouraged them to 
talk to other people in the chain who had the system 

so they could ask questions. I think our approach generated a lot of good will.”

At the store level, the automation team carefully evaluated each store’s staff prior to
installation. If a staff had deficiencies, the team would correct them early on.“With a new

system, a staff will experience a learning curve period that will certainly
increase stress. If they already have a weakness, we want to fix it first and not have it
become a glaring issue during installation,” comments Curtis.“We also incorporated a
workflow style of movement for Rxs. Rxs move during workflow in a very structured
way.They move in baskets from station to station, literally down the work counter.We
instituted that without the software. So even though they didn’t have all the tracking,
the scanning, and all the other new features, physically the Rx moved the way it would
move and people stood in the general area where they would later stand to work on 
a workstation.That got them part way there and eased the learning curve.”

To get their staffs the rest of the way there, the automation team established a comprehensive
training program that includes cross training, pre-training classroom sessions, hands-on user training, and 
follow-up training and site visits. For stores that receive Enterprise Systems, training involves the following:

• View the “Pharmacy Automation Preview” video.
• Travel to a nearby store that has the system and receive cross training from another staff (when possible).
• Participate in the initial replenishment and will call conversion of the system (on a Friday and Saturday).
• Attend a 4-8 hour hands-on training session (on a Sunday).

“We typically arrive on a Friday
and involve the staff in the initial
replenishment so they can get
comfortable with the system.
For this period, we often 
borrow a staff member from
another location so that person

can handle some of the workload.This enables the “home” staff to focus on learning,” comments Jon McArthur,
Costco’s Director of  Training for Pharmacy.“Our biggest challenge is asking them to change the way they fill Rxs,
and the fact that each person has different levels of hesitation and computer experience.We try and hammer 
home the point that we know we’re throwing a lot of information at them and we don’t expect them to feel
comfortable the first day; however, there will come a time when they will be comfortable and our goal is to 
get them there as quickly as possible.”
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Innovation’s trainer typically arrives Sunday PM and then stays for the first three days of Go Live to 
answer staff questions and resolve any problems that occur. Costco’s Regional Supervisor also attends 
training, typically overseeing activity from the service counter.

The final ingredient to gaining
acceptance is having strong
leadership support from the
automation team right through 
to the Regional Managers and
Pharmacy Managers.“I try to get
out to as many locations as I can,
either before, after, or during training,” says Norman.“I talk to people, do a lot of PR, ask what they like 
and don’t like, ask if they really understand why we’re going in this direction as a company. I’ve known a 
lot of the Pharmacy Managers for years and it helps the acceptance. It’s imperative to have a Pharmacy 
Manager that fully embraces not only the system and the benefits but what our overall goal is; otherwise 
you’re fighting an uphill battle.”

s Costco’s pharmacy automation rollout continues, the automation team beams with pride when 
asked about the program’s accomplishments and about the chain’s deployment of the PharmASSIST 
technology. From the IVR integration to the extensive Rx tracking capability to the service counter 

enhancements, the team’s original wish list drove the development of the Symphony 
Software.The end result has enabled Costco pharmacies to reap the benefits of 
true, end-to-end workflow management that incorporates precision barcode 
scanning and quality checkpoints throughout their prescription filling process.

At the heart of the process is Costco’s ability to track an Rx from its inception to the time it
leaves the pharmacy. Symphony assigns each prescription a specific status at every step of
the process, which enables staff to simply enter a customer’s name to find out where their
prescription is in the process.The in-depth tracking also enables Pharmacy Managers to
track what each person is doing. Brian Moores, a Costco trainer and former Pharmacy

Manager, weighs in,“With this system everyone is accountable for their actions.
It makes everybody more focused and gives them more time to concen-

trate on their task.The accountability piece is great… if there’s a weak
link in the chain, I know where it is and I know where I need to focus 
more time on training and on reinforcing good behavior.”

At the front end of the workflow, the IVR integration has automated
processing refill requests. Requests are now received and many 

of them go directly to the counting technology where they simply 
await release by an operator. As Curtis describes,“We’ve found 
that order prioritization could be simplified because the through-
put is so fast. Also the IVR integration has the effect of pushing 
work through the system so all the pharmacy orders are 
completed by day’s end as opposed to carrying work over to 
the next day, a practice that can cause a pharmacy to struggle.”

A Win-Win
Situation
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The Wish List

nce Costco decided workflow was the area they most wanted to address, the first step was 
to identify the workflow steps that needed improvement, which led to the wish list.Through 
the information gathering from the “proof of concept” locations, Costco could see where the 
pharmacies were struggling and they identified the areas they wanted to improve.

“Our main focus was the service counter. It really is a key focus for us because it’s where 
you have contact with the customer and where they build their impressions of your 
product and your services,” says Curtis.“Areas that needed improvement were 
quicker retrieval of Rxs and order-related information, reduced wait times,
and having an employee at the service counter - without moving - be able 
to determine the status of an order.” At the time, PharmASSIST didn’t 
track prescriptions from point of request to point of sale.“We felt 
to have true end-to-end Rx tracking capability, we needed to track 
an Rx from the instant we received it to the time it leaves our 
possession as a finished product.”

Still focused on the service counter, Costco also wanted to 
incorporate electronic signature capture into their process.As Curtis
explains,“Manually capturing signatures is fairly labor intensive and busy 
pharmacies spend at least two hours a day dealing with this. It’s not the capture 
of the signature on the strip, it’s the cataloging of the strip after you have the signature,” he continues,
“At best this manual process is only so good. And in an audit, by either a regulatory or a third party 
agency, pharmacy staff has to hunt through hundreds of signatures to find the right one.”

On the front end, Costco wanted to integrate their Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system into the 
process, enabling PharmASSIST to perform an instantaneous triage of refill requests as they came in.
Automated triage would enable Costco pharmacies to streamline the refill request process and start 
off each morning without a backup of requests.

“Our goal was to instantly time stamp, sort, and assign statuses to all refill requests. Sorting would 
occur based on whether a request was fillable or not, and had any outstanding issues such as needing a 
physician’s authorization or requiring pharmacist discretion,” says Curtis. If a request needed a physician’s
authorization, Costco wanted to
automate the process by quickly
communicating with the physician
for refill authorization.“That’s
where automated fax-to-doctor
came in,” says Curtis.

Upon working though the wish list
together, Innovation and Costco agreed to move forward on all fronts.“Innovation had a willingness to 
listen to people in the industry who understand the business and who are the best judge of the business
requirements.They were interested in creating the best possible product and they were willing to make 
changes to what they had and not insist that their product was the “be-all end-all” canned package.
Having that type of working relationship with a partner is rare.”
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o kick off the joint development effort, the Innovation and Costco teams refined the wish
list, defined a comprehensive project plan, and attacked the project with a sense of urgency.

“A key aspect to the relationship
was that the project was a 
high priority for both of us,

and the lead people involved were the right people on 
both sides: Innovation’s Tim Limer, their Director of 
Software Engineering, Fred Floyd, our Pharmacy IS 
Director, and myself as VP of Pharmacy,” comments 

Curtis.“We learned the other’s systems and 
businesses.Tim understands Costco very well at this 

point as a business. He knows what our goals are and 
what we’re trying to accomplish within our pharmacies 

and what our challenges are. He took the time to learn and 
that’s truly what needs to happen for a good partnership to take place.” 

Early on in the project, Innovation visited Costco headquarters and set up a lab that 
enabled Fred Floyd and the Costco team to test all the new features.While at Issaquah,
the Innovation team gained a thorough understanding of Costco’s systems and network,
learned how to access the system remotely, and gathered key information on all the software 
and platforms (e.g., Condor) that would “touch” the PharmASSIST software. On the Costco 
side, Floyd visited Innovation and learned the PharmASSIST system inside and out.

As Curtis puts it,“This type of activity was invaluable to kick off the working relationship and 
build momentum in our respective companies that carried through the project.We developed 
a protocol for how to bring this product to production, which involved lab testing, limited 
production mode to test for bugs, and then full production.”  He continues,“It allowed software 
changes and improvement to occur very quickly, enabling the delivery of production-ready 
software in only six months. From the beginning of a working relationship to the point where 
we were about to roll out in just six months, that’s incredible.”

Floyd’s assessment of the effort concurs with Curtis’s,“Compared to other firms in general,
Innovation’s level of cooperation and quick response time was significant.
Each deliverable was typically much cleaner than what most vendors
provide. And if we had a problem, we had such a clear path to 
the engineers, we were able to explain the problem and have 
it addressed very quickly, sometimes in a matter of hours.
This enabled us to go right back to testing and get the
functionality into a pharmacy a lot quicker than we might 
have otherwise.” Floyd adds,“To be that fast and that clean 
was really a very pleasant surprise. In the customer service
world, we call that exceeding expectations.”

The Partnership
Takes Shape
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ith the initial development work complete, Costco moved forward with their rollout plans.The automation
team continued their in-depth analysis of current installations and produced a system model based on Rx volume,

pharmacy staffing, and various other criteria.The overall plan called for rolling out
PharmASSIST systems to 30-35 locations in the first year. In the meantime,
Innovation renamed their Workflow Software as PharmASSIST Symphony
Software, which now offered comprehensive workflow management,
Rx tracking, and quality control.

“We took a very hands-on approach to this.We evaluated
our first three locations and made gradual changes 

to them and studied,” says Curtis.“After
thoroughly reviewing everything, we came 
up with a model. For any store that had 
a volume of 400 Rxs a day or more,
the model included 8 workstations and
counting technology with 3 cabinets 
and 150 dispensers. Below that volume 

level, an existing store would receive 
Symphony only running on 8 workstations.

In a new pharmacy location, the model would 
call for 5 workstations.”

To identify and select the initial stores, Costco analyzed a store’s operational 
intricacies including Rx volumes, staffing, the physical layout of the pharmacy,
need for automation, and the likelihood of buy-in and ultimate success.
Costco decided to install at high volume stores first because they felt the 
technology would make an immediate impact.

Craig Norman, who oversees the store selection process, describes,“When we 
identify a store that meets our Rx volume and physical design criteria, we then 
look at the Pharmacy Manager to see whether he or she is a technical person.
If we have a good technical manager, chances are we’re going to do very well both
through the installation and training and on through Go Live and going forward.” 
He continues,“If a manager is not technical, we look 
down the staff line to determine whether it has any
technically-oriented people. If the answer is yes,
then we feel we have a good opportunity for
success. High volume stores with very
technically-oriented staff are typically 
slam dunks.”
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• Order Entry/Rx Imaging (2)
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• Refill Management/

Manual Filling (1)
• Rx Verification (2)
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Signature Capture (1)



On the back end of the workflow, will call bin management and electronic signature 
capture has transformed patient pickup from a cause of concern to an incredibly efficient 
set of tasks. Costco reconfigured their will call bins into individual cubbies, each with a
unique alphanumeric code and barcode.“The way we integrated the cubbies with Symphony
has been a great addition. It allows you to track a prescription to the inch of where it
actually sits. No more searching through shelves crowded with prescription orders to 
find the one you’re looking for. Now it’s a direct hit and you retrieve it in seconds.
It’s one of the best features of the system,” claims Curtis.

The electronic signature capture feature now archives a
customer’s signature with their prescription record, enabling
staff to quickly check that customers have already picked 
up their prescriptions and to eliminate the manual cataloging
process. Moores comments,“Before we had the system,
there was a lot of looking around on the part of cashiers 
and a lot of questioning. How many Rxs did you have? 
Did you call us? Did you call your Doctor? Now it’s a much 
faster process. Comment cards filled out by members noticed 
this immediately,” he adds,“I love the benefits the system gives us from the members’
standpoint.They see the benefits and they see the confidence in the cashier’s eyes.
That says a lot from the customer service standpoint. It’s worth its weight in gold.”

The Enterprise System’s simultaneous counting capability has also contributed to Costco’s
success.“It’s definitely a big factor… it’s huge that the system works the way it does,” states Curtis.“The fact that 
it can queue orders is a big deal.The only thing you have to know is: What’s the lead order in a given dispenser?
Once you’ve filled the first in the line, you can fill any Rx in any order based on priority.That’s a big deal and a lot 
of our pharmacies have learned this nuance very well. It creates a scenario in which the system is literally always
ahead of the fastest person we can put back there. In high volume, they’re never going to catch the system.”

From a Return-On-Investment (ROI) perspective, the system has enabled Costco to substitute pharmacists with
technicians at the Filling workstation.“That trade-off gains you quite a bit in ROI,” comments Curtis.“Prior to
automation, we had pharmacists who wouldn’t relegate that role to technicians because their role is quality 
control and they wouldn’t relinquish it.They counted and verified every Rx. But with this system, with the five
barcode scans that occur, they’ve come to realize that letting go isn’t a leap of faith.”
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