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The School of International Nonproprietary Names

Medicinal substances can be identified in several, different ways. They can be recognized by a 
brand name (such as “Ventolin”) or a chemical name [4-[2-(tert-butylamino)-1-
hydroxyethyl]-2-(hydroxymethyl)phenol]. Some regulatory authorities approved different 
nonproprietary names for pharmaceuticals in their jurisdictions (e.g., salbutamol in Europe, 
albuterol in the US). And, in addition, a brand name can designate a medicine containing 
more than one active substance (like “DuoNeb” or “Combivent”), and often the same active 
substance is sold under different brand names. This variety of names can cause confusion, 
which may lead to medication errors. 

The INN (International Nonproprietary Name) Programme for pharmaceutical substances is 
working to facilitate communication between health care professionals, researchers, 
regulators, and users around the world. The main objective of the Programme is to define a 
single, unique, globally accepted name for each pharmaceutical substance. This ensures that 
everyone can easily identify a given substance. INN are distinctive in sound and spelling, not 
liable to confusion with other names (such as trademarks) and are available in the public 
domain.  

INN are used for prescribing and dispensing of pharmaceutical substances, labelling of 
medicinal products, and for drug regulation. They facilitate communication between health 
professionals, the pharmaceutical industry, patients and people in the academia. INN are 
essential for scientific literature, pharmacopoeias and more. In the global scope, the use of the 
INN has many implications, regarding the prescribing, dispensing, cost and acceptance of the 
different alternatives, alongside with safety and access issues. 

How INN are defined 

The selection of a new INN relies on a strict procedure, which is based on a broad consultative 
process. Pharmaceutical companies or national naming authorities (such as the United States 
Adopted Names Council, USANC) submit an application for a new INN to the WHO INN 
Secretariat. The INN Expert Group then collaborates with national nomenclature 
commissions, pharmacopoeial commissions, academics and regulatory authorities to select a 
name. In the vast majority of cases, the INN for a new pharmaceutical substance is the same as 
the national nonproprietary name approved in the Member States.  
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The proposed INN are published in the WHO Drug Information journal, for a four-month 
comment period. If no objection to a proposed name is raised during this period, the INN 
becomes a norm recommended to all WHO Member States. It is important to emphasize INN 
are universally available in the public domain, hence they are designated as nonproprietary 
and can be used without any restriction, to identify pharmaceutical substances. 

More recently, the INN Programme has opened the door for frequent dialogue with 
additional parties. Feedback from developers and manufacturers of pharmaceutical 
substances, health professional associations, patient advocates and consumer organizations is 
valued and considered in the INN selection process. This is done in order to raise greater 
awareness of the INN nomenclature and to advocate for its use in order to ensure patient 
safety.  

INN – a map to medicines classes 

Usually, an INN consists of a common stem and a random, invented prefix.1  
Pharmacologically related substances show their relationship by the use of a common stem. 
For example, angiotensin II receptor antagonists are given the suffix “sartan”, as in 
candesartan and losartan. In this way, the INN provides a mapping of medicines classes, that 
can be very helpful in clinical practice.  

A survey, involving more than 1000 respondents,2 revealed the need for a prominent source of 
information on the INN nomenclature system. The survey demonstrated that although INN 
are used for teaching, many health professional prescribers still prefer to use brand names. A 
systematic understanding of the INN in different pharmacological classes would be helpful for 
applicants, health care professionals, academic staff and students.3  

INN promote access to safe medicines use 

The original aim of the INN system was to increase patient safety, making sure that “a 
prescription filled abroad is what doctor ordered back home”.4 However, the use of INN has 
added benefits for individual patients and for public health. Because the INN provide a key to 
understanding medicine names and classes, they can assist clinicians in prescribing the most 
appropriate medicine for their patients. The use of INN in clinical practice supports 
substitution policies and allows selecting the most affordable product among therapeutically 
equivalent alternatives. At a time of rising health expenditures, globally accepted names for 
pharmaceutical substances can help to orientate health professionals and patients within a 
complex pharmaceutical market, empowering them to identify alternatives and access needed 
treatment. 



03 

 WHO Drug Information Vol 33, No. 1, 2019  The school of INN 

 The School of INN (SoINN) 

In order to advocate for the use of the INN, promote interest in nomenclature of 
pharmaceutical substances and cultivate harmonization of different nomenclature programs 
around the world, the School of INN (SoINN) was established. SoINN is a virtual school, 
managed by the INN Programme in the WHO, on a free and open-source learning platform. 
The website, which will be officially launched in September, is organized in 3 main categories: 

• The School of INN – a source for learning about the construction of INN, their
interpretation and use. The aim of SoINN is not limited to providing information, and it
is also intended to serve as a basis for dialogue and to cultivate interest in the science of
nomenclature. 4 courses have already been developed (a short introduction to INN; a
comprehensive introduction to drug nomenclature and INN; INN and Biological Active
substances; Learning clinical pharmacology with the use of INN and their stems).5

Additional content (as modules on INN and languages/ linguistic aspects and on INN
and pharmacogenomic, as well as assessment exams) are being developed.

• A “How to…” section, offering online information on the INN Programme services and
how to use them. Through this section, users can learn how to search for an INN,
submit an online application for an INN and more.

• MedNet INN – online information services, enabling to search the INN database and
retrieve information on published, recommended, or proposed name lists (see the
example below); display the lists in Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Spanish and
Russian; learn about basic chemical information and ATC codes assigned to the INN;
and more.
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INN 
salbutamol 

Latin salbutamolum 
French salbutamol 
Spanish salbutamol 
Russian сальбутамол 
Arabic سالبوتامول 

Chinese 沙丁胺醇

Phonetic salbutamol 
Molecular formula C13H21NO3 

ATC Codes 
R03AC02 

R03CC02 

Nat. commission(s) Alternate name(s) 

DCIT salbutamolo 
JAN salbutamol sulfate 
Ph. Int. salbutamoli sulfas 
RS salbutamol sulfate 
USAN albuterol 
USAN albuterol sulfate 
USP albuterol 

National commission(s) using same name 

BAN 
BPC 
ChP 
CSP 
DCF 
FEUM 
IP 
JP 
Ph. Eur. 
Ph. Int. 
RS 
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The School is designed to facilitate the communication between the different INN stakeholders 
and serve as a platform for ad-hoc sharing of information with user groups, based on different 
pre-defined user profiles. Faculties of pharmacy, medicine and life sciences (as well as other 
disciplines) are invited to use the teaching modules and create their own INN-related content. 
Cooperation with active sites is highly welcomed, in order to create an INN-friendly 
environment, and encourage the future medical staff to use INN instead of brand names. 3 
universities have already expressed their interest to become a pilot site of the SoINN: the 
university of Piemonte Orientale, Italy; university Ramon Llull, Spain; and the university of the 
Western Cape, South Africa.  

              Taken from: School of INN platform 

For more information please contact:  
Dr Raffaella Balocco Mattavelli 
INN Programme 
World Health Organization 
20 Avenue Appia 
1211 Geneva 
baloccor@who.int;  innprogramme@who.int 
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