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Problem Statement: Substantial efforts have been devoted to improving rational use of drugs by physicians and compliance with best practices. Comprehensive Standard Treatment Guidelines (STGs) were developed to assist this process.

Objectives: To evaluate the effectiveness of STGs on the quality of prescribing and medical care, explore physicians’ attitudes and reasons for not following treatment guidelines, and to mount an effective intervention strategy to improve adherence to guidelines.

Design: Prospective, pre-post intervention design with a control group and a qualitative study using a semi- structured questionnaire.

Setting and Population: Medicine and paediatric departments at two tertiary care hospitals. One hundred prescriptions each for five tracer diseases, namely acute upper respiratory infection (AURI), diarrhoea, malaria, hypertension and asthma were collected between 2002-2003 at baseline, i.e., before dissemination of STGs, and at 1, 3, and 6 months after dissemination.

Intervention: The interventions consisted of advocacy and dissemination of STGs to both study sites. In addition, educational intervention was undertaken to reinforce acceptance of STGs, and comprised prescription review feedback, reminders and small group discussions focussing on new approaches for understanding factors related to physicians adoption of guidelines in clinical practice.

Outcome Measures: Core drug use indicators: Average number of drugs/case; % of generic drugs; % of drugs on the Essential Drugs List (EDL); % of patients receiving antibiotics; the average cost of treatment per patient; and % adherence to STGs.

Results: At baseline, the extent of compliance with STGs was low: (39% vs. 30.5%) and a considerable proportion of prescriptions (27% vs 22%) werewrong in both control and study groups. Percent adherence to STGs improved in the both groups following advocacy and distribution of STGs. Results of the educational intervention are under analysis. Rates of use of essential drugs were high, with 80-90% actually dispensed in both the groups. Most doctors welcomed the STGs but find it difficult to adopt. External factors such as lack of organizational support, practice environmental factors (heavy patient load, complexities in clinical presentation), and professional characteristics (seniority and specialist practice) were frequently offered as reasons for noncompliance. 

Conclusions: The existence of the guidelines alone does not ensure compliance. Continuing advocacy efforts and intensive interactions are required to improve adoption of the guidelines and also to attend to environmental factors and organizational support systems.
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