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Abstract

Background: The implementation of evidence-based clinical practice guidelines (CPG) can improve patients care.
To date, the impact of implementation strategies has not been evaluated in our context. This study is aimed to
evaluate the effectiveness of a multifaceted tailored intervention targeting clinician education for the
implementation of three cardiovascular risk-related CPGs (type 2 diabetes, hypertension and dyslipidemia) in
primary care at the Basque Health Service compared with usual implementation.

Methods: We conducted a cluster randomized controlled trial in two urban districts with 43 primary care units
(PCU). Data from all patients diagnosed with diabetes, hypertension and all those eligible for coronary risk (CR)
assessment were included.

In the control group, guidelines were introduced in the usual way (by email, intranet and clinical meetings). In the
intervention group, the implementation also included a specific website and workshops.

Primary endpoints were annual HbA1c testing (diabetes), annual general laboratory testing (hypertension) and
annual CR assessment (dyslipidemia). Secondary endpoints were process, prescription and clinical endpoints related
with guideline recommendations. Analysis was performed at a PCU level weighted by cluster size.

Results: Significant differences between groups were observed in primary outcomes in the dyslipidemia CPG:
increased CR assessment for both women and men (weighted mean difference, WMD, 13.58 and 12.91%). No
significant differences were observed in diabetes and hypertension CPGs primary outcomes. Regarding secondary
endpoints, annual CR assessment was significantly higher in both diabetic and hypertensive patients in the
intervention group (WMD 28.16 and 27.55%). Rates of CR assessment before starting new statin treatments also
increased (WMD 23.09%), resulting in a lower rate of statin prescribing in low risk women. Diuretic prescribing was
higher in the intervention group (WMD 20.59%). Clinical outcomes (HbA1c and blood pressure control) did not
differ between groups.

Conclusions: The multifaceted implementation proved to be effective to increase the CR assessment and to
improve prescription, but ineffective to improve diabetes and hypertension related outcomes. In order to obtain
real improvements when cardiovascular issues are tackled, perhaps other or additional interventions need to be
implemented besides education of professionals.
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Cardiovascular risk factors

Background

Hypertension, dyslipidemia and diabetes are the most
prevalent clinical conditions in patients with multimorbid-
ity. Current data suggest that there is significant room for
improvement in cardiovascular risk management and
diabetes care in our setting [1].

The implementation of evidence-based clinical prac-
tice guidelines (CPGs) may help to ensure that the care
of patients with cardiovascular risk factors or diabetes
meets the highest quality criteria and standards. In re-
cent years, we have witnessed the consolidation of a
CPG program in both the Basque Country and the
Spanish National Health System and this has led to the
GuiaSalud Program.

During 2008 and 2009, we saw the publication of the
“Clinical practice guideline on the management of lipids
as a cardiovascular risk factor” [2], an update to the
regional “Clinical practice guideline on hypertension” [3]
and the “Clinical practice guideline on type 2 diabetes”
[4]. These three guidelines are available from GuiaSalud
and have been included in the National Guideline
Clearinghouse.

The publication and dissemination of a CPG does not,
however, ensure its application in clinical practice.
Therefore, effective and feasible implementation plans
must be designed, taking into account the organizational
context. Multifaceted interventions appear to be effective
if they seek to overcome specific barriers [5]. Indeed,
tailored interventions seem to be more effective than
passive guideline dissemination [6].

According to the Spanish Implementation Manual [7],
Grol’s 10-step model [8] provides a suitable theoretical
framework for guideline implementation. This model
postulates that health professionals pass through differ-
ent phases or stages (orientation, insight, acceptance,
change and maintenance) when achieving a change, with
specific barriers predominating in each phase. We
undertook a study to explore the barriers to and facilita-
tors of the use of CPGs in primary care using the Delphi
technique [9], considering the following domains: pres-
entation, format and usability of CPGs, and internal and
external barriers. Among the main barriers identified, we
should highlight the lack of any of the following: an
executive summary or a brief version of the guideline,
an online version, and tools to support both patients and
clinicians. The formal presentation of guidelines to clini-
cians also seems to be very important, and interactive

meetings based on real situations conducted by clinical
or local leaders are believed to improve guideline accept-
ance and uptake.

As no single implementation strategy is effective in all
contexts, the impact of such strategies needs to be evalu-
ated. The most appropriate design to assess the impact
is a randomized controlled trial, with the participating
primary care units (PCUs) as the randomization units
and measurement of the results at the patient level, that
is, a cluster randomized trial [10]. This study is aimed to
evaluate the effectiveness of a multifaceted tailored inter-
vention in the implementation of three cardiovascular
risk-related CPGs (hypertension, type 2 diabetes and
dyslipidemia) in primary care in the Basque Health
Service compared with the usual implementation.

Methods

Study design, setting, study population

This study is a cluster randomized trial conducted in two
urban primary care districts in the Basque Health Service
(Ekialde and Bilbao). We assessed the impact of the inter-
vention measuring the change in the outcomes between
the year before and the year after the intervention period
for both groups (intervention and control) [11], including
all patients seeking a medical consultation and that fulfill
inclusion criteria. The study methods described here have
been reported in detail elsewhere [12].

These districts cover 36.9% of the population of the
Basque Country. All 43 PCUs in these two districts were
randomized to one of two groups: the intervention group
or the control group. All family physicians and nurses who
agreed to participate in the study were included. We
reviewed electronic medical records from all patients who
attended their PCU during the baseline and post interven-
tion periods and met one of the following inclusion criteria:

— A diagnosis of type 2 diabetes documented in their
medical record

— A diagnosis of hypertension documented in their
medical record

— Eligible for coronary risk (CR) assessment, namely,
women 45-74 years of age or men 40-74 years of
age with no ischemic heart disease

— Statin treatment started at baseline and post
intervention periods

— Coronary heart disease diagnosed during baseline
and post intervention periods
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Patients were excluded if they were assigned to physi-
cians or nurses who declined to participate in the study,
were younger than 14 years of age or did not attend
their PCU during the study period.

Intervention
In the control group, guidelines were introduced in the
usual way, that is, they were circulated by email, pub-
lished on the intranet and presented in clinical meetings
in every PCU by local physicians.

In the intervention group, in addition to the aforemen-
tioned steps actions, a multifaceted intervention was
implemented comprising:

— DPresentation meetings led by physicians who took
part in the development of each guideline.

— Access to a specifically designed website with very
quick and simple access to recommendations
application tools such as algorithms linked to
recommendations and materials for patients, and
links to websites providing drug-related information
for professionals.

— Workshops for family physicians and nurses: eight
CR workshops for the physicians and a further eight
for nursing staff, and four diabetic foot workshops
for nursing staff.

The multifaceted intervention was designed taking
into account the main barriers and facilitators identified
previously [9, 12]. For a detailed description of the inter-
vention see Additional file 1.

Endpoints

The study endpoints were process and clinical variables,
both based on routinely collected clinical information
that was obtained for the purpose of this project from
electronic medical records. Primary endpoints were
process endpoints, while secondary endpoints were a
mixture of process and clinical outcomes.

Primary endpoints

— Percentage of diabetic patients for whom
glycosylated hemoglobin (HbAlc) testing had been
performed annually.

— Percentage of hypertensive patients for whom
general laboratory tests, including measurement of
the albumin-creatinine ratio, had been performed
annually.

— Percentage of patients with dyslipidemia between 40
and 74 years of age in men and between 45 and
74 years in women for whom at least one CR
assessment had been performed (excluding any
patients with cardiovascular disease).
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Secondary endpoints

— In diabetes, percentage of patients with: HbAlc
lower than 7%, blood pressure lower than 140/

80 mmHg, annual general laboratory tests, annual
CR assessment, foot examinations performed, and
percentage of patients newly prescribed metformin
treatments out of the total number of patients in
which an antidiabetic monotherapy was prescribed
for the first time in the same period.

— In hypertension, percentage of patients with: blood
pressure lower than 140/90 mmHg (excluding
diabetic patients), annual CR assessment, and
percentage of patients newly prescribed treatment
with diuretics, beta-blockers or angiotensin II
receptor blockers (ARBs) out of the total number of
patients in which an antihypertensive monotherapy
was prescribed for the first time in the same period.

— In dyslipidemia: percentage of patients aged between
35 and 74 years with no cardiovascular disease with
a newly prescribed statin treatment with previous
CR assessment, percentage of women over 35 years
newly prescribed statin treatments with no
cardiovascular disease or diabetes, and the
percentage of patients with a new diagnosis of
coronary heart disease receiving statin treatment.

Sample size

In our context, annual HbAlc measurements are obtained
in a mean of 45-50% of diabetic patients and annual gen-
eral laboratory test in 35% of hypertensive patients. The
research team established by consensus that the interven-
tion strategy would be worthwhile if these mean rates
could be increased to 55-60% for diabetes and 43% for
hypertension. Assuming an equal standard deviation
(SD) of 10 for hypertension, an intracluster correlation
coefficient (ICC) of 0.1, and a fixed number of physi-
cians per PCU (n =10), we estimated that about 100
physicians, or 10 PCU, were needed per group to
achieve an 80% power (0.20 [ error) to detect this
difference with an a error of 0.05. We used the inde-
pendent t-Student test and the correction by the design
effect (DE), defined as DE =1+ (m-1)*ICC, where m=
number of physicians/cluster (PCU). Design effect was 2.
Thus, the number of clusters (PCU) per group was multi-
plied by 2, giving a final number of 20 PCU per group
(intervention or control) [12].

Close to the end of the follow-up period, a new PCU
was created in Bilbao, with eight family physicians, six of
them moving from two PCUs previously included in the
control group and two new physicians. Patients reallo-
cated to this new PCU were previously assigned to two
PCU in the control group, and hence, we decided to pool
the data from the new PCU with the rest of control group.
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Randomization and masking

PCUs were allocated by clusters, following a computer-
generated randomization sequence. This was performed
centrally by a researcher not involved in the study who
was blind to the identity of the PCU. Professionals
implementing the intervention were not blinded to their
group assignment.

Data collection and analysis

Data extraction from electronic health records was
performed centrally by technicians not involved in the
study. The intervention was conducted between January
1st and March 15th 2009.

Analysis was performed at the PCU level taking into
account the cluster design. Variables were obtained for
12-month periods before and after the intervention and
the differences were weighted by cluster size. For WMD,
we followed the method proposed by Kerry and Bland
[13]. Observed percentages were weighted by the relative
size every PCU has in its group (intervention or control).
This way we prevented all PCU contributing equally to
the group estimate. All analyses were performed using
Student’s t-test as implemented in IBM SPSS version 19.
Accurate ICCs for primary outcome measures were ob-
tained by linear multilevel modelling using MLxiN v2.21.
Analysis was performed on an intention-to-treat basis.
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Ethical considerations

This trial was approved by the Clinical Research Ethics
Committee of the Basque Country. The protocol was
retrospectively registered in the Current Controlled Trials
database, ISRCTN 88876909 (January 13, 2009).

Results

All the PCUs agreed to participate in the study. At an
individual level, only two family physicians declined.
Data from 43 PCUs and 448 physicians were included in
the analysis. Figure 1 shows the number of PCUs and
patients involved at each stage of the study.

During the study, 11 new posts were created for physi-
cians, 7 of them in the intervention and 4 in the control
group. A total of 72 family physicians out of 448 were
changed during the study, the proportion being similar
in both groups.

Table 1 summarizes the baseline characteristics of con-
trol and intervention PCUs and patients. Table 2 shows
the baseline values for outcome variables for diabetes,
hypertension and dyslipidemia guidelines in the control
and intervention group.

Rates of attendance to the CPG presentation meetings
were 69.6 and 62.9% in family physicians and nurses re-
spectively in the intervention group and 66.7 and 62.7%
in family physicians and nurses respectively in the con-
trol group. Overall, 71.3% of family physicians attended

Eligible primary care units (PCU): 43
(patients assigned to 448 family physicians) >

PCU excluded: none
Refused to participate: 2 FP

Randomization

Baseline:
January 1, 2008 to
December 31,2008

Intervention: 21 PCU

FP: 235

18746 diabetic patients
52989 hypertensive patients
! 66651 women and 63097

' men for CR assessment
1

Implementation:
January 1, 2009 to
March 14, 2009

Multifaceted

@enmtion

Control: 22 PCU

FP: 213

17781 diabetic patients
48027 hypertensive patients
60442 women and 56775
men for CIR assessment

Usual implementation

1 new PCU created
11 PF post created

(7 intervention, 4 control)
72 changes in FP

A4

v v
Post-intervention: Intervention: 21 PCU
March 15,2009 to FP: 242

March 14, 2010 20832 diabetic patients
57369 hypertensive patients

68082 women and 65.101 men

Control: 23 PCU

FP: 217

19588 diabetic patients
51985 hypertensive patients
61635 women and 58.283
men for CR assessment

for CR assessment

/

Data extraction and analysis
(October_November 2010)

Fig. 1 Flow of clusters (PCUs), family physicians and individual participants through each stage of the study
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Table 1 Baseline characteristics of control and intervention
PCUs and patients

Control group  Intervention

(h=22) group (n=21)
PCU at baseline (n=43)
Number of physicians per PCU 9.68 (4.38) 11.19 (4.26)
Number of diabetic patients per PCU 773 (331) 893 (352)
Number of hypertensive patients 2088 (780) 2523 (998)
per PCU
Number of patients per physician 1631 (137) 1665 (128)
Diabetic patients at baseline (n=17,781) (n=18,746)
Women (%) 47.76 47.06
Age
14-39 years (%) 233 250
40-74 years (%) 59.18 56.00
275 years (%) 3849 4151
HbATc 7.03 (1.26) 6.99 (1.21)
Hypertensive patients at baseline (n=48,027) (n=152,989)
Women (%) 56.23 56.46
Age
14-39 years (%) 122 126
40-74 years (%) 57.60 54.89
275 years (%) 41.175 4384
Systolic blood pressure 14277 (17.36) 14183 (17.11)
Diastolic blood pressure 80.35 (10.22) 80.23 (10.28)

Women eligible for CR assessment at baseline

2628 (1209)
Age 5891 (8.53)

Men eligible for CR assessment at baseline
Number of men per PCU 2468 (1129)
Age 55.37 (9.65)

Values are mean (standard deviation), unless otherwise stated
CR cardiovascular risk, PCU primary care unit

Number of women per PCU 3174 (1340)

5860 (8.78)

3005 (1223)
54.56 (9.64)

the workshop on CR and diabetes, while 75% of nurses
attended the CR workshop and 52.8% the diabetic foot
workshop. During the study, there were 25,801 visits to
the website, an estimated average of 109 visits per family
physician. For a detailed description of the staff attendance
at interventions in primary care units see Additional file 2.

Even if the intervention design included feed back on
performance data and newsletter reminders, only one
newsletter update was sent as a reminder.

Results for the main variables are shown in Table 3.
The multifaceted intervention did not result in a higher
percentage of diabetes patients having at least one
annual HbAlc measurement. No differences were seen
in the number of hypertensive patients in whom general
annual laboratory tests were performed. On the other
hand, there were differences in the percentages of men
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Table 2 Baseline values for outcome variables for diabetes,
hypertension and dyslipidemia guidelines in the control and
intervention groups

Control group
(% of patients)

Intervention group
(% of patients)

Diabetes guideline

Annual HbA1c testing 77.05 76.18
HbAlc < 7% 4453 4494
Annual general laboratory 4213 38.18
testing

Annual coronary risk assessment 1048 10.88
Annual foot examination 4487 40.12
Blood pressure < 140/80 mmHg  21.22 2147
Metformin/All new antidiabetic ~ 85.61 85.55
monotherapy

Hypertension guideline

Annual basic lab examination 2446 21.81
Blood pressure < 140/90 mmHg  29.98 3147
Annual coronary risk assessment  10.77 11.46
Diuretics/All new 1141 1057

antihypertensive monotherapy

Beta blockers/All new 6.85 7.77
antihypertensive monotherapy

ARB-II/All new antihypertensive 2875 26.23
monotherapy

Dyslipidemia guideline
Women with coronary risk 7.73 748
assessment
Men with coronary risk 7.70 7.06
assessment
New statin treatments 10.60 10.17
with previous coronary risk
assessment
New statin treatments in 321 3.25
low-risk women
Patients with coronary 76.54 73.56

heart disease receiving
statin treatment

ARB-Il angiotensin Il receptor blocker

Table 3 Primary outcomes related to diabetes, hypertension and
dyslipidemia GPCs, expressed as weighted mean differences
between intervention and control groups

WMD  95% Cl p ICC
Annual HbA1c testing (diabetes) 383  —-349to 11.15 0297 0.0309
Annual general laboratory 1622 —735t03980 0.172 0.0039
testing (hypertension)
Eligible women with CR 1358 500t022.16 0003 00223
assessment (dyslipidemia)
Eligible men with CR 1291 524 1to0 2057  0.001 0.0000

assessment (dyslipidemia)

p-value derived by Student’s t-test
CR cardiovascular risk, C/ Confidence Interval, ICC intracluster correlation
coefficient, WMD weighted mean difference
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and women that were screened for CR (weighted mean
difference [WMD] 12.91 and 13.58% respectively).

Table 4 shows the results for the secondary variables re-
lated to diabetes, hypertension and dyslipidemia guidelines.

In diabetic patients, rates of CR assessment were
significantly higher in the intervention group (WMD
28.16%). There was also a non-significant trend favoring
the intervention group for new treatments started with
metformin (+ 17.83%). Clinical outcomes (HbAlc and
blood pressure) did not differ between the groups.

General laboratory test results improved in both
groups, from 42.13 to 55.26% in the control group and
38.18 to 50.83% in the intervention group, and no sig-
nificant differences were observed between the groups.
No differences were observed between groups with
respect to foot examinations.

In hypertensive patients, differences in favor of the
intervention group were observed in rates of CR assess-
ment (WMD 27.55%) and in the prescribing of diuretics
(WMD 20.58%). No significant differences were ob-
served in beta-blocker or ARB prescribing, or in blood
pressure control.

With regard to the dyslipidemia guideline, significant
differences were also observed in rates of CR assessment
before starting new statin treatments (WMD 23.09%).
The higher rate in the intervention group translated to a
3.08% lower rate of statin prescribing in women without
diabetes or ischemic heart disease. No significant differ-
ences were observed in the case of patients with newly
diagnosed ischemic heart disease treated with statins.
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Discussion

This study is one of the few wide area and pragmatic
cluster randomized trials on the implementation of
CPGs conducted in primary care in Spain. Among the
observed results it should be highlighted that significant
differences between groups were observed in primary
outcomes related with dyslipidemia CPG, but the pri-
mary endpoints proposed for diabetes and hypertension
guidelines did not differ significantly. There are several
possible explanations for this uneven effect between
guidelines.

On the one hand, it is possible that our intervention, of an
educational nature, lead to significant changes in areas
where knowledge is still not widespread, such as CR assess-
ment as a tool to decide on whether to initiate treatment
with statins. Effective professional education is based on
three premises [13]: that the discrepancy between the
recommendations and the practice is due to a lack of know-
ledge, that it is possible to achieve sustained improvements
in knowledge and that filling this gap in knowledge can im-
prove care. However, in areas where the real clinical practice
is determined by factors related to the attitudes of profes-
sionals, therapeutic inertia or lack of coordination among
professionals, it is possible that further organizational inter-
ventions or interventions in patients are required to increase
the chance of success [14, 15].

Ducharme [16] suggest that the key decision in the im-
plementation of a CPG is to choose a simple and actionable
message. To implement a limited number of important key
recommendations could be more appropriate and effective

Table 4 Secondary outcomes expressed as weighted mean differences between intervention and control groups

WMD 95% Cl p
Diabetes guideline
HbA1c < 7% -3.05 —9.16 to 3.07 0320
Annual general laboratory testing 383 —30.74 to 3841 0.824
Annual coronary risk assessment 28.16 722 t0 49.08 0.010
Annual foot examination 13.08 —5.30to 3145 0.158
Blood pressure < 140/80 mmHg —2.52 —12.10 to 7.06 0.598
Metformin/All new antidiabetic monotherapy 17.83 —3.22t0 38.88 0.095
Hypertension guideline
Blood pressure < 140/90 mmHg 376 —4.14 10 11.66 0.342
Annual coronary risk assessment 2755 738t0 4771 0.009
Diuretics/All new antihypertensive monotherapy 20.58 644 a 34.73 0.005
Beta blockers/All new antihypertensive monotherapy -824 —21.77 10 5.29 0.226
ARB-II/All new antihypertensive monotherapy 1132 —10.16 to 3281 0.293
Dyslipidemia guideline
New statin treatments with previous coronary risk assessment 23.09 7.26 t0 3892 0.005
New statin treatments in low-risk women —-3.08 —5.20 to —0.94 0.006
Patients with coronary heart disease receiving statin treatment 1347 —14.36 to 41.30 0.334

ARB Il angiotensin Il receptor blockers, CI Confidence Interval, p p-value derived by Student’s t-test, WMD weighted mean difference
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than trying to implement comprehensive and complicated
guidelines. CR assessment was the nexus and the key mes-
sage for the three guidelines and so was the focus of the
intervention. Additionally, a specific new CR assessment
tool, validated in Spanish population, was presented and
recommended (REGICOR risk score) as a tool to support
clinical decisions like statin or antihypertensive prescrip-
tion. This may explain the greatest impact observed in this
variables.

Another possible reason for these findings is the wide
margin for improvement given the initial low level of
use of CR assessment as a decision tool.

Considering dyslipidemia guideline, the observed in-
crease in the calculation of CR has been accompanied by
a modest decrease in the prescribing of new treatments
with statins in low-risk women, in contrast to the up-
ward trend of recent years. This result differs from other
works in which the improvement of CR assessment was
not followed by changes in prescription [17]. In the con-
text of the Mediterranean countries, the unnecessary use
of statins is particularly high in low-risk women, where
the benefits of treatment are less clear [18]. However,
prescribing statins for secondary prevention has not
increased significantly, possibly because the baseline was
already high with only a small margin for improvement.

There have been few studies on implementation strat-
egies of CR assessment tools and it is unknown which is
the best way to encourage their use [19]. In a Dutch
study [20], the CR calculation made by clinicians was
less effective in improving CR assessment and statin pre-
scribing than the automatic calculation included in the
medical record. At the time of this study, in our setting,
automatic CR assessment had not yet been incorporated
into the electronic health records.

When diabetes guideline is assessed, the lack of im-
provement observed in primary and clinical outcomes
could be explained by various factors: the characteristics
of intervention, the pragmatic design of the study or the
fact that baseline data were better than expected. The
results obtained in the implementation of the guidelines
on diabetes are not as good as those found in one previ-
ous review [21], but are similar to the findings of recent
reviews in this field [14, 22, 23].

Finally, when the main result variable is considered, at
the end of the study, HbAlc was measured in three out
of four diabetics attending the health center in both
intervention and control groups. These figures are
higher than expected and can be difficult to improve in
a short period of time, as other studies have also found
[24-26]. The assessment of the Spanish GEDAPS group
on diabetes indicators in the period 1996-2007 shows
an improvement in rates of annual HbAlc testing from
59 to 81.6%; however, from 2002 to 2007, the improve-
ment was only 0.6% in absolute terms [27].
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In our study, the mean baseline HbA1lc level was 7.0%,
and did not improve after the intervention, which is in
accordance with other studies [24—26, 28]. It is also ne-
cessary to take into account the changes in the HbAlc
target in the light of the latest evidence showing that
tighter control is not accompanied by a decrease in
cardiovascular morbidity and mortality [29], leading the
recommendation to be less strict in the targets for
elderly people with comorbidities.

De Belvis concluded that guidelines and other tools for
implementing evidence-based medicine can improve the
process of care in diabetes, but is less likely to improve
clinical outcomes [22]. Along the same lines, Seitz [14]
argues that interventions for clinicians seem to improve
clinical outcomes when combined with organizational or
interventions for patients. According to Tricco, interven-
tions to improve quality in diabetes can modestly improve
HbAlc levels, but this improvement is most marked in
patients whose baseline HbA1c is higher than 8.0% [23].

Hypertension guideline didn’t show any improvement in
the main variables, as it was observed in the diabetes one.

The effect on blood pressure control was poor, similar
to the effect on HbAlc. The percentages of patients with
adequate blood pressure control are similar to those
found in other research in our country [30], with only
18% of patients with hypertension grade 2 or 3. Improv-
ing blood pressure seems difficult to achieve with only
educational interventions for health professionals. A
Cochrane review [31] focused on interventions to im-
prove control of blood pressure in patients with hyper-
tension showed that education alone, either of patients
or clinicians, does not appear to be associated with large
net reductions in blood pressure. On the other hand, an
organized system of regular review allied to vigorous
antihypertensive drug therapy was shown to reduce
blood pressure.

Our intervention had the desired effect on diuretic
prescribing (associated with a higher rate) and may
improve beta-blocker prescribing (associated with a
non-significantly lower rate), but not on ARBs. The
prescribing of ARBs in our country has followed a
strongly upward trend since they came on the market,
with a significant influence from specialized care [32].
This improvement in prescribing antihypertensive
drugs has also been observed in other clinical trials
with interventions similar to ours [33, 34].

The increase in CR assessment in hypertensive pa-
tients observed in our study is consistent with previously
cited results for diabetes, where changes in blood pres-
sure control were not observed. [35].

Taking in account these data it may be stated that the
effectiveness of a strategy to reinforce the implementation
of clinical guidelines shows modest and variable results, as
suggested in recently published works. According to a
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systematic review [36], educational interventions can
produce statistically significant improvements in car-
diovascular guideline adherence compared to usual
care, suggesting that they can be more effective than
passive guideline dissemination strategies. Another
review [15] focused on the implementation of cardio-
vascular guidelines in primary care showed that the
greatest benefits were due to organizational changes,
followed by patient education, provider education and
provider reminder systems.

The discrepancy observed between the positive effect
on CR assessment and the lack of effectiveness on
clinical outcomes (HbAlc and blood pressure) is worth
some reflection [37]. The concept of CR should be inte-
grated in a shared patient-professional decision making
process in order to produce a significant impact in
clinical results. Nevertheless, the most adequate strategy
to achieve it is still to be agreed [35].

Borgermans [38] proposes that the interventions to
improve quality are based on process changes. Also, it
should be taken into account that process variables are
faster and easier to shown changes than clinic ones [39].
In fact, for this study process variables were defined as
primary outcomes. Nevertheless we find disappointing
not having observed the expected impact in clinical
aspects associated to the implementation of clinical
guidelines, being these the main goal of their application
in clinical practice.

One limitation of our study is the use of data obtained
from the electronic medical records. However, this limi-
tation was already considered in the design of the study.
In order to avoid the effect of variability in registration
laboratory variables were selected because they are
automatically entered into the medical record. As sec-
ondary variables, we selected routinely collected data
and relevant clinical measures on which physicians
rely to optimize patients’ care.

It is possible that 1 year is an insufficient period of
time to observe substantial changes at the population
level, since implementation is very gradual, as patients
attend the health centers.

Small organizational changes could have been of help.
Unfortunately the research team was composed only by
clinicians without executive capabilities.

The pragmatic nature of our study is an important
strength. We have evaluated the effectiveness under real-
world conditions in a large section of the population. We
included all PCU physicians regardless of their attendance
to the training activities, and despite the frequent changes
in family physicians and certain organizational changes
(creation of new posts, as described in the results). Never-
theless, these facts could dilute the effect of the interven-
tion and could be responsible for the small magnitude of
the observed effect.
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Conclusions
The intervention has shown a modest effect on some
process variables and on prescribing, with no effect on
clinical outcomes in patients. The largest effect has been
the increase in CR assessment as a decision tool, a type
of assessment that is useful for treatment and manage-
ment planning. More research is needed to generate evi-
dence on the effectiveness of guideline implementation
strategies and to better understand change processes.
Educational interventions focused solely on clinicians
seem insufficient to achieve changes in clinical variables.
It is likely that interventions at different levels (for pro-
fessionals, both primary care and specialist), and for pa-
tients, related to new forms of health organization,
would be able to overcome other barriers such as thera-
peutic inertia, attitudes of patients and professionals, or
poor coordination in health care.
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