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Abstract

Objectives: To investigate the effect of patient information booklets on overall use of health services, on particular types of use, and on possible interactions between use, deprivation category of the area in which respondents live, and age. To investigate the possibility of a differential effect on health service use between two information booklets.

Design: Randomised controlled trial of two patient information booklets (covering the management and treatment of minor illness).

Setting: 20 general practices in Lothian, Scotland.

Participants: Random sample of patients from the community health index (n=4878) and of those contacting out of hours services (n=4530) in the previous 12 months in each of the study general practices.

Intervention: Booklets were posted to participants in intervention groups (3288 were sent What Should I Do?; 3127 were sent Health Care Manual). Patients randomised to control group (2993) did not receive a booklet.

Main outcome measures: Use of health services audited from patients' general practice notes in 12 months after receipt of booklet.

Results: Receipt of either booklet had no significant effect on health service use compared with a control group. However, nine out of ten matched practices allocated to receive Health Care Manual had reduced consultation rates compared with matched practices allocated to What Should I Do?

Conclusion: Widespread distribution of information booklets about the management of minor illness is unlikely to reduce demand for health services.




What is already known on this topic

What is already known on this topic One view of help seeking behaviour is that increasing demand for health services is associated with a lack of knowledge in the self management of minor illness

An alternative view sees individuals responding reflexively to symptoms on the basis of information and advice from a wide range of sources and using their own experiences




What this study adds

What this study adds The lack of effect on health service use indicates that widespread postal distribution of information booklets about the management of minor illness is unlikely to reduce demand for health services






The researchers who conducted this study used a form of “opt out” consent for participants. We asked two commentators whether they think this practice is acceptable in this study and others like it, when there is no risk of harm to participants.

Introduction

There is a general perception among healthcare professionals that increasing demand for health services is caused partly by lack of knowledge about self management of minor illness. This view of help seeking behaviour, which could be called “the information deficit model,” suggests that provision of information about the management and treatment of minor illness should result in reduced use of health services. An alternative view of help seeking behaviour sees individuals responding reflexively to symptoms on the basis of information from a wide range of both formal and informal sources and using their own experience of symptoms and of previous care.1–6 This view, which could be called “the contingent model,” suggests that the provision of information is unlikely to result in reduced use of services because pathways to professional care are contingent on a wide range of other factors. Information alone, while it may be valued by patients, is unlikely to be enough to change behaviour.

Several information booklets on minor illness are currently used throughout the United Kingdom. The What Should I Do? booklet was part of a patient education programme implemented in the Netherlands in 1993. The booklet outlines 40 common health problems and provides information on when to consult a doctor and on self care, when appropriate. In the publicity accompanying the launch of the booklet in the United Kingdom the publishers claimed that the booklet would reduce unnecessary consultations.7 Two studies were undertaken in the United Kingdom around the time of the launch of the booklet, 8 9 but until recently no formal evaluation of the booklet has been published.10 Another information booklet, Health Care Manual, was developed by a general practitioner and practice nurse in Dunkeld, Scotland. It outlines about 50 common health problems and also provides information about keeping healthy. The booklet was successfully distributed in the practice, but to date no formal evaluation has taken place. The two booklets are similar in approach but differ in terms of design.

Previous research on the impact of information booklets on patient behaviour has been restricted to one general practice, 11 12 specific health problems,13–16 or children's symptoms.17–19 A randomised controlled trial of the effect of Baby Check (an illness scoring system) showed that distribution to an unselected group of mothers did not affect use of health services.20 A quasi-experimental evaluation of the distribution of What Should I Do? in one health authority suggested that possession of the booklet was associated with more “appropriate” self care and self referral behaviour, as assessed by responses to hypothetical illness scenarios.10

We carried out a randomised controlled trial of the impact of the provision of two patient information booklets on the management and treatment of minor illness on subsequent use of health services over 12 months. Because previous theory and research has shown that the simple “information deficit” model is unlikely to reduce the likelihood of consultations,1–6 we suspected that the provision of such booklets would not impact on overall use of health services. However, information booklets might influence use of particular types of services, such as general practitioner consultations for minor illness and out of hours consultations. We also suspected that there may be interactions between use of services, deprivation category of area of residence, and age. We designed the study and analysis to allow a comparison of the possible differential impact of the two booklets on use of health services.



Methods


Protocol

All practices in the Lothian Health Board area (excluding practices in the Midlothian GP locality) and all patients aged over 1 year registered in participating practices were eligible. Two samples were drawn from each practice. One sample was from the community health index (the general practice list) and one from the database of users of out of hours services 12 months before sampling. Three practices selected for the study did not belong to the out of hours central call handling system so we could not obtain an out of hours sample for these practices. Practices alerted the research team to any deaths or any names and addresses that were incorrect. We targeted a small proportion of patients in each practice (about 1 in 25 patients), so the probability of contamination was low. In an attempt to reduce this problem further, we sampled only one patient per household.

The primary outcome measure was use of health services in the 12 months after receipt of the information booklet. For the year before and after the intervention, a team of nurses counted the number of health service contacts recorded in patients' general practice medical records. The nurses noted the type of each contact and judged whether the contact was for a minor ailment that could have been dealt with by the patient without the need to consult a general practitioner. The definition was derived from the contents pages of the booklets and after discussion with nurses in training for the exercise.




Analysis

Power calculations were based on the assumption that receipt of an information booklet would be associated with a reduction in annual consultation rate. We estimated the mean (SD) consultation rate as 4.2 (3.9), which meant that we required 2081 patients in each group to give a 95% power to detect a 12.5% reduction in mean attendance. Our target was therefore to allocate 2000 patients to What Should I Do?, 2000 to Health Care Manual, and 2000 to the control group.

We used linear regression to estimate the effects of receipt of an information booklet on overall service use, on types of service use, and on possible interactions between deprivation category of the area in which respondents lived and age. Because health service use is known to be affected by previous health service use,6 consultation rates in the 12 months before the intervention were included in all regression models as an independent variable. The residuals from these regressions were found to be quite symmetrical, and this, combined with the large sample size, justified the use of approximate normal confidence limits.

To compare the differential effect of receipt of What Should I Do? compared with Health Care Manual we matched the 20 participating practices by deprivation, list size, and area. We used linear regression in each practice separately and compared results between matched pairs.




Assignment

All randomisation was done with computer generated random numbers. We selected 20 general practices at random and stratified those who agreed to take part according to deprivation category (high, medium, low),21 list size (large, medium, small) and area (Edinburgh City, West Lothian, East Lothian). subsequently, we stratified all other practices in the sample to match recruited practices according to the same criteria, randomly sampled them, and requested participation until we found a match.

Each matched pair of practices was randomly allocated to receive one of the two booklets. Individual patients were randomised to either intervention or control groups. All selected patients (or parents when the selected individual was aged under 16 years) were invited to participate in the study and to consent to their medical records being examined. They received a booklet if they were in one of the intervention groups. Consent was by opt out, as patients had to complete a return slip if they did not want to take part in the study. The study was approved by the local ethics committee. The nurses did not know whether the patient was in the intervention or control groups. Figure 1 summarises the randomisation process.

[image: Fig 1]







Results

Twelve of the original 20 practices approached agreed to participate. A further eight practices were sampled and six agreed at this stage. A final two practices were sampled and both agreed to take part, achieving the 10 matched pairs required. The final response rate from general practices was therefore 20/30 (67%).

Figure 2 show the flow of patients through the study and shows loss to follow up at each stage. The final number of records was 4953, 1702 patients in the What Should I Do? group, 1688 in the Health Care Manual group, and 1563 in the control group.

[image: Fig 2]



The table shows mean overall rates of use of health services in the year before and the year after the intervention for those receiving a booklet compared with those in the control group. Mean rates in the community health index sample were identical before and after the intervention. There was a systematic decline in the number of contacts in the out of hours sample in the second year. This was due to regression to the mean: our sample was drawn from users in the first year of study, and some of these users will have had an episode in the year before the intervention but not in the second year. The expected decline was of similar magnitude for intervention and control groups. The 95% confidence intervals from ordinary linear regression of the numbers of each type of consultation show receipt of an information booklet did not have a significant effect on health service use. We repeated these analyses for each booklet against controls separately and found no significant effect on overall health service use for either sample in either of these analyses compared with controls.

Table 1 Mean rates of health service (primary care) use in year before and year after intervention (95% confidence interval for estimated effect of booklet adjusted for baseline)


View this table:	View popup
	View inline







We repeated the analysis two specific types of health service use: general practitioner consultations for minor illness and out of hours consultations. Receipt of an information booklet had no effect on either type of consultation for either sample. Analyses of the interactions between the effects of age and deprivation category and receipt of an information booklet on health service use showed no significant associations.

We used linear regression for each practice separately to estimate the size of any effect of the booklet for all consultations in the community health index sample. For eight of ten practices allocated to Health Care Manual the estimates were negative compared with four estimates for the practices allocated to What Should I Do? Nine of the ten Health Care Manual estimates were lower in value than their matched What Should I Do? estimates.



Discussion

This large study showed that overall, patient information booklets have no effect on use of health services. Our outcome measure was use of health services audited from general practice notes, without follow up (by, for example, auditing hospital records). We also sent patients a questionnaire about the booklets eight weeks after distribution. The intervention in this study was minimal, consisting of simple postal distribution of two information booklets, which meant that practices did not need to commit much time or effort to the study. A criticism of this approach is that postal distribution without re-enforcement of the message from health professionals may be less likely to change behaviour. Other forms of distribution would target users of services only, would be difficult to randomise, and would require a level of commitment from health professionals which might be difficult to implement in practice and might bias results. As the drop out rate in the study was higher than we expected we did not achieve the estimated 2000 in each group to achieve 95% power, although this is unlikely to have had an important effect on the results presented.

Patients are exposed to a lot of information about the management of minor illness from government, professional organisations, and the media. Provision of such information may result in lower demand for primary care services. The two information booklets were designed to give advice on “more appropriate” use of primary care services. As hypothesised, the provision of information booklets did not have any effect on overall use of health services or influence consultations for minor illness and out of hours consultations. While neither booklet had a significant effect on health service use compared with no booklet, nine out of ten matched practices allocated to receive Health Care Manual had relatively reduced consultation rates compared with practices allocated to What Should I Do? Nevertheless, the lack of effect on health service use of either booklet, either together or alone, compared with controls indicates that widespread postal distribution of information booklets about the management of minor illness is unlikely to reduce demand for health services. If reduction in demand for services is the aim, then more sophisticated interventions are required which build on the available evidence surrounding patient behaviour.
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