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STUDY PROTOCOL Open Access

Supporting general practitioner-based care
for poorly controlled type 2 diabetes
mellitus (the DECIDE study): feasibility
study and protocol for a pilot cluster
randomised controlled trial
Mark E Murphy1* , Molly Byrne2, Fiona Boland1, Derek Corrigan1, Paddy Gillespie3, Tom Fahey1

and Susan M Smith1

Abstract

Background: Poorly controlled type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) is associated with significant morbidity, mortality and
healthcare costs. Control of T2DM can be challenging for healthcare professionals for a number of reasons, including
poor concordance with medications, difficulties modifying lifestyle behaviour and also clinical inertia, which is defined
as a reluctance among health professionals to intensify medications. A complex intervention, called ComputeriseD
dECisIonal support for poorly controlleD typE 2 Diabetes mellitus in Irish General Practice (DECIDE), was developed,
identifying T2DM patients with poor glycaemic and blood pressure control and aiming to target clinical inertia, by
supporting therapeutic action, including GP-led medication intensification where appropriate. A small-scale,
uncontrolled, non-randomised feasibility study highlighted the acceptability of the DECIDE intervention within Irish
General Practice. This paper presents a protocol for a pilot cluster randomised controlled trial (RCT) of the DECIDE
intervention.

Methods/Design: The pilot cluster RCT will involve 14 practices and 140 patients in Irish General Practice. Intervention
GPs will participate in the DECIDE intervention, comprising (a) a training programme for the practices and (b) a web-
based clinical decision support system supporting treatment escalation, tailored to specific patient information. Only
patients who have poorly controlled T2DM (defined as HbA1c > 70 mmol/mol and/or BP > 150/95) will be included.
The primary outcomes will include measures of feasibility such as recruitment and retention of practices and
acceptability of the intervention and also HbA1c. Secondary outcomes will include medication intensification, blood
pressure and lipids. Control GPs will continue to provide usual care. A process evaluation will be performed to
determine whether the intervention is delivered as intended and treatment fidelity assessed to monitor and enhance
the reliability and validity of interventions. An exploratory health economic analysis will examine the potential costs
and cost effectiveness of the intervention relative to the control.

Discussion: A pilot cluster RCT will establish the feasibility of a complex intervention which aims to support primary
care for patients with poorly controlled T2DM in Irish General Practice.

Trial registration: The protocol for the pilot cluster RCT is registered on the ISRCTN Registry at: ISRCTN69498919.
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Background
Over 3.7 million deaths globally were attributable to dia-
betes in 2012; two thirds of these deaths were caused by
the micro- and macro-vascular complications of poorly
controlled diabetes [1]. Despite clear evidence to support
the management of type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) to
prevent its complications, many patients continue to
have poor control of glycaemic and cardiovascular risk
factors (including blood pressure (BP) and lipids), which
are strong surrogate measures of morbidity, mortality,
poor quality of life and increased economic burden for
patients and health systems [1–4]. Some studies indicate
that substantial proportions of patients with T2DM con-
tinue to have poor glycaemic and blood pressure control
for several years before intensification with therapeutic
agents occurs [2, 4, 5].
The reasons for poor control of T2DM are multiple,

including a reluctance to intensify medications by a
physician, poor adherence and concordance with medi-
cations and difficulties modifying lifestyle behaviours [6].
Clinical inertia is one cause of poor control of T2DM
and is defined as a failure to apply evidence-based guid-
ance and intensify treatment, and it is an impediment to
efficient care [7–9]. The need to intensify therapies in an
appropriate and timely manner is a prerequisite to
improving the management of T2DM [10–15]. Signifi-
cant delays in the intensification of oral hypoglycaemic,
anti-hypertensive and lipid-lowering medications have
been demonstrated [2, 16–20]. The availability of
multiple new medications has created a difficulty for
physicians, in terms of choice and the complexity of
decision-making, with many patients requiring two to
three anti-glycaemic medications [3, 21]. A recent net-
work meta-analysis has shown that newer agents such as
GLP-1 agonists and SGLT-2 inhibitors are associated
with improved mortality [22]. There is also emerging
evidence of geographical variations in prescribing
anti-diabetic medication, indicating a degree of variation
in effective care [23].

Rationale for the DECIDE study
Assessing glycaemic control over the preceding months,
with a HbA1c test, is recommended in all T2DM guide-
lines, with a lower HbA1c (e.g. below 58 mmol/mol) [3].
Intensive control of glycaemic and cardiac risk factors
can reduce mortality, but aggressive reductions in
HbA1c, for all patients, may achieve more harm than
benefit in certain patient populations [24]. Therefore,
targeted reductions in cardiovascular and glycaemic risk
factors in certain vulnerable populations (e.g. cognitively
impaired) and those with very poorly controlled T2DM
have been advocated [25, 26]. A systematic review was
performed which sought to understand the effect of
healthcare interventions specifically targeting patients

with poorly controlled T2DM in primary care and in-
cluded 38 randomised control trials (RCTs) [26]. It
showed that healthcare interventions targeting patients
with poorly controlled T2DM have positive, albeit
modest, effects on HbA1c with a mean difference (MD)
in HbA1c − 3.7 mmol/mol, favouring healthcare inter-
ventions over usual care. Interventions targeting those
with a higher baseline HbA1c (over 80 mmol/mol) had
more beneficial effects (MD − 6.3 mmol/mol). The
review suggested that organisational-predominant inter-
ventions were more effective than patient-centred inter-
ventions, despite patient-related factors being associated
with poor control of T2DM. There was only one
professional-based intervention, which studied the effect
of a patient decision aid [27].
Clinical decision support systems (CDSSs) involve

computer software designed to support decision-making,
matching individual patient characteristics to a compu-
terised clinical knowledge base and then providing
patient-specific assessments or recommendations to the
clinician to support a decision that can relate to diagno-
sis, investigation, prognosis or treatment [28]. Two
systematic reviews have previously examined the impact
of CDSS on the management of T2DM in primary
care—between them looking at 28 trials [29, 30]. They
highlighted multi-faceted CDSS interventions with
varying results. The first review contained 15 studies,
between 2010 and 2012. It found small effects with low
quality of evidence. It concluded that there was a need
for ‘more potent methods of decision support’ [30]. The
different CDSS interventions were too heterogeneous to
pool. Only one study by O’Connor et al. involved a
CDSS intervention designed to target evidence-based
prescribing for general practitioners, but did not focus
on those with poor control and also involved practice
nurses [30, 31]. The second review contained 20 studies
from 1990 to 2011. Processes of case were found to im-
prove in low-risk populations, with the use of CDSS in
diabetes management, without clear evidence of improv-
ing patient outcomes [29]. None of the CDSS interven-
tions were designed to promote intensification of
prescribing in persons with poor glycaemic control [32].

Development of the DECIDE study and non-randomised
feasibility study
We developed a theory-based complex intervention,
called DECIDE: ComputeriseD dECisIonal support for
poorly controlleD typE 2 Diabetes mellitus in Irish
General Practice. The first stage of the UK Medical
Research Council (MRC) framework was used to
develop the intervention, using the Behaviour Change
Wheel (BCW) as a theoretical guide to intervention devel-
opment [33–35]. The intervention development is reported
elsewhere and incorporates a CDSS element, which is
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professionally targeted at general practitioner (GP) pre-
scribing behaviour, in the treatment of patients with poorly
controlled T2DM [36].
We conducted a small-scale, uncontrolled, non-rando-

mised feasibility study to assess the feasibility and accept-
ability of the DECIDE intervention within Irish General
Practice [36]. Table 1 summarises the provision of T2DM
healthcare in Ireland. Four GPs, including three academic
GPs and one full-time clinical GP, piloted the DECIDE
intervention. Each GP applied the intervention process to
15 different patients with poor control of T2DM. All prac-
tices were affiliated with the Health Research Board
(HRB) Centre for Primary Care Research (http://
www.hrbcentreprimarycare.ie). We included all patients
who had both HbA1c > 70 mmol/mol and systolic blood
pressure (SBP) > 150 mmHg or diastolic blood pressure
(DBP) > 95 mmHg. Whilst there is no validated definition
of poor control in the literature, we defined it as a HbA1c
reading of ≥ 70 mmol/mol and a BP level of ≥ 150/
95 mmHg [36]. When this number of patients was < 15,
we included a stratified randomised sample of patients
with only HbA1c > 70 mmol/mol or SBP > 150 mmHg or
DBP > 95 mmHg. The list of 15 patients was kept
anonymously within the practice.

The non-randomised feasibility study included 15
patients with poor control of T2DM per practice; the
sample was generated through a random stratified num-
ber of the eligible patients with poor control of either
glycaemic and/or BP risk factors. This was performed re-
motely with no identifiable patient information leaving
the practice. The pilot GPs contacted the study team
(MM and FB) with the number of persons included in
the finder tool report and were informed which 15
patient IDs to include in the pilot study. The finder tool
software was developed through a collaboration with the
electronic health record (EHR)-vendors and the study
team. Each practice was issued with a secure, specific
login for the DECIDE website, which housed the CDSS.
Approximately one clinical session was spent by pilot
GPs performing the DECIDE intervention for all the in-
cluded 15 patients. Firstly, GPs inserted clinical informa-
tion for each patient into the DECIDE website, including
anonymous baseline information and clinical informa-
tion necessary for the CDSS (e.g. HbA1c, BP and medi-
cations). The second step for each patient involved
analysing the suggested treatment intensification options
from the CDSS on the DECIDE website. The options
were based upon the Irish College of General Practi-
tioners (ICGP) and National Institute for Health and
Clinical Excellence (NICE) guidelines, linking the pa-
tient’s clinical information and medications to the evi-
dence base for anti-glycaemic, anti-hypertensive and
lipid-lowering medications [36]. Choosing an intensifica-
tion option or acting on a recommendation was at the
discretion of each GP.
A total of 37 patients from four practices with

‘poorly controlled’ T2DM received the DECIDE inter-
vention and had complete data for analysis in the
practice pilot study. Table 2 summarises the baseline
patient’s demographics, highlighting the opportunities
to intensify medications. The mean HbA1c was
83.9 mmol/mol, but most patients had mild hypertension
(mean 141/83 mmHg) and a normal total cholesterol
(mean 4.7 mmol/L). A substantial number of patients
were either on no medications or monotherapy for gly-
caemic and BP management.
Feedback from GPs, through interviews and structured

written feedback, reported successful patient identifica-
tion facilitated by the finder tool. One pilot GP stated
the ‘finder tool was excellent and the decisional support
was educational’. Feedback indicated that the divisions
of intensification options in terms of glycaemic, blood
pressure and lipid-lowering medications were clear and
useful. All GPs thought that the initial step, of inserting
information from the EHR, could be enabled by the
practice nurse, allowing the GP to review this informa-
tion and to assess the treatment intensification options
from the CDSS in the second step. For some patients, it

Table 1 Access to healthcare and structure of T2DM care in the
Republic of Ireland

Access to general practice healthcare in the Republic of Ireland

• The General Medical Services (GMS) scheme provides medical care to
approximately 40% of the Irish population. It is predominantly means-
tested and provides those who are eligible with free general practi-
tioner visits, free hospital care and free medications (except for a
prescription levy, currently €2.50 per item to a maximum of €25).
A further ~ 5% of the population are entitled to free doctor visits
(called a Doctor Visit Card (DVC)) based upon means testing and
age-banding (all under-6-year-olds and over-70-year-olds).

• The Long Term Illness (LTI) scheme allows persons with certain
medical conditions (T2DM being one) to have free access to
medications which treat that condition. All patients with type 2
diabetes mellitus (T2DM) can have free medications under the LTI
scheme.

• The GMS and LTI schemes are administered by the Health Services
Executive (HSE) and Primary Care Reimbursement Services (PCRS).

• ‘Private patients’ represent approximately 45% of the population and
are not entitled to a GMS or DVC card, paying the full cost for
attending a GP, out-of-pocket, at the point of healthcare delivery.

Structure of diabetes care in Republic of Ireland

• Before October 2015, structured chronic disease management of T2DM
was not universally available in Irish primary care. Approximately ten
primary care schemes existed in 2013 and 2014, providing different
levels of structured T2DM care, often set up as pilot schemes. This
represented a maximum of 250 practices within Irish general practice
(approximately 10% of total practices). Up until October 2015, the vast
majority of structured T2DM care in Ireland was provided in secondary
care, through public hospital outpatients or under the care of
endocrinologists in private clinics.

• In October 2015, a new agreement was reached with GPs entitling all
GMS patients to a structured diabetes programme in primary care
(called a Diabetes Cycle of Care) with two free GP visits per annum.
Private patients with T2DM either pay to receive care from their GP or
continue to attend secondary care.
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was noted the biggest issue was not a pharmacological,
clinical or intensification issue; the GPs reported that
the reasons for poor control related to ‘logistics’ and ‘an
educational and compliance deficit which is not easily
fixed with a structured six-month review’. Using DE-
CIDE was also felt to be very quick, which was positive.
We used the results of the non-randomised feasibility

study to modify processes in the next phase of the DE-
CIDE intervention (the pilot cluster RCT (cRCT)).
Therapeutic intensification actions were deemed not
possible in approximately one third of patients, due to

complex social reasons. Other strategies or actions were
suggested, including referral to a community-based dia-
betes nurse specialist, asking for more frequent reviews
and contacts with the patient and addressing addiction
or frailty issues. These non-pharmacological ‘actions’
were deemed important to explore and document, prior
to considering therapeutic intensification options. The
non-randomised feasibility study raised the issue of
whether the study should include patients with elevated
BP, but with controlled HBA1c, as was done in the
non-randomised feasibility study. Based on the pilot

Table 2 Summary of baseline characteristics and medications in the non-randomised feasibility study

Age 56.7 years (13.7)
Mean (SD)

Gender Male (67%)

Duration diabetes 7.1 years (5.3)
Mean (SD)

GMS Status 69.2%

HbA1c level 83.9 mmol/mol (30.8)
Mean (SD)

SBP 140.9 mmHg (22.71)
Mean (SD)

DBP 83.4 mmHg (20.5)
Mean (SD)

Total cholesterol 4.7 mmol/L (1.8)
Mean (SD)

Prevention status Primary prevention (81%)

Glycaemic medications
(37 patients valid)

No medications 8.1% (n = 3) –

Monotherapy (without insulin) 32.4% (n = 12) Metformin (n = 2)

Dual therapy (without insulin) 21.6% (n = 8) Metformin + sulphonylurea (n = 5)
Metformin + DPP-4 inhibitor (n = 2)
Sulphonylurea + DPP-4 inhibitor (n = 1)

Triple therapy (without insulin) 8.1% (n = 3) Metformin + sulphonylurea + DPP-4 inhibitor (n = 3)

Quadruple therapy (without insulin) 2.7% (n = 1) Metformin + sulphonylurea + DPP-4 inhibitor + SGLT2
inhibitor (n = 3)

Insulin ± other medication(s) 27.0% (n = 10)

Anti-hypertensive medications
(37 valid patients)

No medications 24.3% (n = 9)

Monotherapy 35.1% (n = 13) ACE-inhibitor* (n = 11)
Beta-blocker (n = 2)

Dual therapy 13.5% (n = 5) ACE-inhibitor + diuretic (n = 2)
ACE-inhibitor + CCB (n = 2)
Beta-blocker + CCB (n = 1)

Triple therapy 24.3% (n = 9) ACE-inhibitor + CCB + beta-blocker (n = 4)
ACE-inhibitor + diuretic + beta-blocker (n = 2)
ACE-inhibitor + CCB + diuretic (n = 1)
ACE-inhibitor + CCB + alpha-blocker (n = 1)
CCB + beta-blocker + ‘Other’ anti-hypertensive
(n = 1)

Quadruple therapy 2.7% (n = 1) ACE-inhibitor + CCB + diuretic + diuretic (n = 1)

Lipid-lowering medications
(37 valid patients)

No medication 27% (n = 10)

Monotherapy 70.3% (n = 26) Statin (n = 23)
Ezetamibe (n = 2)
Fibrate (n = 1)

Dual therapy 2.7% (n = 1) Statin + fibrate (n = 1)
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results, we decided to target only patients with HbA1c
> 70 mmol/mol, as only a small number of patients had
both raised BP and HbA1c and including patients with
very elevated BP would increase our sample size require-
ment significantly for the pilot cRCT. We also identified
additional data to be collected at follow-up, including
consultation visitation rate and frequency of review at
hospital and with community diabetes nurse specialists.
Table 3 outlines the major changes made to the inter-
vention based upon the results of the non-randomised
feasibility study.

Methods/Design
Objectives of study
The primary aim of the pilot cRCT is to test the
feasibility of a complex intervention that will identify
T2DM patients in Irish primary care who have poor
glycaemic control and support general practitioner
(GP) treatment escalation where appropriate, targeting
clinical inertia in physicians. The protocol outlines
the pilot cRCT, which incorporates a planned process
evaluation that will record GP decision-making
processes and a description of an exploratory health
economic analysis that will be conducted alongside
the pilot cRCT. The pilot cRCT will also inform the
conduct and sample size of a definitive trial using
formal continuation criteria [37].

Study design
The next phase of the DECIDE study will be conducted
through a two-arm pilot cRCT, incorporating a process
evaluation and exploratory economic analysis. A cluster
design will be used to reduce contamination between
the arms of the trial as the intervention targets GPs. It
will be conducted using the CONSORT statement, ex-
tended for use in cluster RCTs [37]. The study has been
registered at http://www.isrctn.com/ISRCTN69498919.

Setting
The intervention will take place in Irish General
Practice, including practices affiliated with the HRB Pri-
mary Care Clinical Trials Network Ireland (CTNI) (http://
primarycaretrials.ie), in practices using one of two EHRs
(Socrates and Health One) across Ireland. We will include
both single-handed GPs and group practices.

Population
GPs will be the target of the intervention and will be the
unit of randomisation (the clusters).
Patients with poorly controlled T2DM will be targeted

by the GP with the DECIDE intervention. All included
patients must have a diagnosis of T2DM, identified by
the finder tools in the EHR (discussed above). They must
be aged over 18 years and less than 75, as there is less
evidence about treatment intensification in patients aged
above 75 years. However, patients with both a HbA1c >

Table 3 Summary of DECIDE intervention changes

Pilot component Issue identified in non-randomised feasibility study Change for future pilot cluster randomised controlled trial

DECIDE finder tool Extension of utilisation to other electronic health
records (EHRs) (beyond the Socrates EHR)

A bespoke Finder Function to enable practices
utilising other EHRs was developed.

DECIDE CDSS and treatment
escalations options

The three domains of suggested intensification
options (glycaemic, anti-hypertensive and lipid-
lowering medications) were appropriate, and the
CDSS was deemed useful to prompt GPs on what
evidence-based intensification options were available.

Not applicable.

Non-pharmacological options Therapeutic intensification actions were deemed not
possible in approximately one third of patients, due
to complex social reasons.

The DECIDE intervention actions were comprised of
three intensification options for glycaemic, BP and
lipid-lowering medications. A forth option—providing
options of non-pharmacological actions—was added
to the intervention. Examples of non-pharmacological
actions included referral to a community-based diabetes
nurse specialist, asking for more frequent reviews and
contacts with the patient or calling the patient in for
another review to discuss compliance.

Follow-up of patients Some patients with poor control were found to
have significant care needs, which would require
more frequent review.

An increase in the frequency of structured visits for
these persons, through individualised reviews, was
recommended. Though this is a contractual matter
for the GPs concerned in terms of the provision of
diabetes care, the DECIDE intervention was modified
to enable multiple reviews—not just one review
every 6 months.

Introductory educational information
on the DECIDE website, in the
educational videos and DECIDE
practice folder

The educational information in the DECIDE
folder was deemed useful.

Some minor additions to this folder, to include the
above information, were added.
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70 mmol/mol and a BP > 150/ 95 mmHg will be re-
cruited initially to the study, followed by those with an
elevated HbA1c if the total number of patients with both
risk factors poorly controlled is less than ten, followed
by those with just elevated BP. Not all patients will be
suitable for treatment intensification, and individual
decisions on treatment changes will be made and re-
corded by each patient’s GP.

Randomisation
Due to the small number of clusters, participating GPs
will be allocated to the intervention or control group
using minimisation (incorporating a random element).
Practices will be minimised based on practice size
(small/large) and involvement with structured diabetes
care (see Fig. 1). Baseline data collection of the cluster
units (practices) will take place before allocation. Se-
quence generation and practice allocation will be carried
out remotely by a statistician independent of the trial
management team.

Intervention
DECIDE is a complex intervention, which used the
Medical Research Council framework for development
of a complex intervention, using a theoretical base and
incorporating the results of simulation and a practice
pilot [36]. The intervention development phase was built
upon the results of the systematic review, which showed
that there was only one professionally targeted interven-
tion for patients with poor control of T2DM and none
using a CDSS [26]. All practices (control and interven-
tion) will use the finder tool to identify the included
patients in the study. Table 4 outlines the intervention
components in the pilot cRCT. All medication changes,
which are reflected in existing guidelines, will be at the
discretion of the intervention GPs.

Control
Control practices will continue to provide diabetes care
as usual in their General Practice. They will have tele-
phone contact from the research team to support

Fig. 1 Flow of practices through the DECIDE randomised pilot study
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baseline data collection. Their next contact will be at
follow-up data collection, which will be at the same time
as for intervention practices. Both control and interven-
tion practices will receive a research stipend, to reflect
the workload involved in the trial.

Outcome measures
As this is a pilot study, we will ensure the feasibility and
acceptability of the intervention with the GPs. The pri-
mary outcomes will be measures of feasibility such as
recruitment and retention of practices and acceptability
of the intervention to the GPs and also HbA1c, a meas-
ure of glycaemic control in the patient. Secondary
outcomes will include changes in glycaemic medications,
blood pressure medications, lipid-lowering medications
and healthcare utilisation.

Data collection
GPs and practice nurses will collect baseline data prior
to allocation. Intervention GPs will then initiate the
DECIDE pathway, over a 1-month window, as part of
the T2DM Cycle of Care [36]. Anonymised demo-
graphics and patient information, such as patient gen-
der and morbidity will be collected in the DECIDE
website, by the practice nurse. No identifiable patient
information will be made available to the researchers
and will be collected for each patient at an individual
level. Outcomes will be measured at 3-month follow-up,
following the end of the initial 1-month intervention
window.

Sample size
As this is a pilot cRCT, a formal sample size calculation
is not officially required [37]. However, based on the
non-randomised feasibility study, we have calculated a
provisional sample size required to estimate a clinically
significant change in HBa1c. Participants in the non-ran-
domised feasibility study who had poorly controlled
T2DM had a mean baseline HbA1c of 91.1 mmol/mol
(SD 16.7). Considering a clinically meaningful reduction
of 10 mmol/mol in HbA1c, an intra-cluster coefficient
(ICC) of 0.027 (based on a previous study [38]), using a

power of 80% and allowing for a potential 10% loss to
follow-up, we would need 14 practices with 10 patients in
each practice giving a total of 140 patients.

Trial process
The intervention will take place over 1 month following
allocation. Follow-up data collection will take place
4 months after the intervention finishes in the interven-
tion practices and contemporaneously in control
practices, by participating practice staff, including
practice nurses.

Blinding
Care providers cannot be blinded due to the nature of
the intervention but contamination of patients will be
prevented using a cluster design. Patients will be aware
that their practice is participating in the study but as no
individually identifiable patient data is being used,
individual patient consent is not being sought. Blinding
of outcome assessors will not be required for the pri-
mary outcome as it is collected using an automated
objective laboratory measure (HbA1c).

Data analysis
Practice and patient-chart information will be collected.
Baseline data from the practice (cluster units) will be
collected prior to allocation using a practice-based
questionnaire. Patient-level outcomes will be collected
after allocation, using the DECIDE website, inputted by
the practice nurse, then general practitioner and anon-
ymised at practice level. Due to the nature of the project
and targeting of the intervention at cluster level,
patient-reported outcome measures will not be collected,
as this would be beyond the scope of the proposed pro-
ject and would require individual patient consent.
All results will be collected at practice level by upload-

ing anonymised patient data through the web-based DE-
CIDE system. Patient data is recorded at the individual
level. Initially, appropriate descriptive statistics (for ex-
ample, means (SD), medians (IQR) and frequencies and
percentages) will be used to assess balance between the
intervention and control for both practice and patient
characteristics. Descriptive statistics will also be used to
assess measures of feasibility such as recruitment and re-
tention of practices.
Mixed effects regression models will be used to ac-

count for the hierarchical nature of the data. The pri-
mary analysis is to estimate HbA1c for the intervention
group versus the control, adjusting for baseline HbA1c
and minimisation factors. A random effects linear re-
gression will be used, including a random practice effect
to account for the correlation between patients in prac-
tices. In a secondary analysis, we will further adjust for
any variables displaying an imbalance between groups at

Table 4 Components of the DECIDE intervention

a) A web-based decision CDSS was created which delivers patient-specific
recommendations to the GP on what medication intensifications could
be recommended, if appropriate. The algorithms in the CDSS are based
on NICE guidance for management of hypertension and T2DM. The
changes to the DECIDE intervention based upon the practice pilot study
are outlined in Fig. 1.

b) A training module was developed for intervention group GPs to
explain all the steps in the intervention. Web-based training
information and videos will be available on the DECIDE website,
which houses the CDSS. An educational folder will be delivered to
each GP on how to operate the CDSS.
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baseline. Both intention to treat (i.e. including all ran-
domised practices and patients, regardless of partici-
pation in the intervention) and per protocol analysis
(to explore whether adherence to the intervention in-
fluences the effect of the intervention) will be
conducted.
The above analyses will be repeated for secondary out-

comes (BP, lipids), healthcare utilisation (including prac-
tice and hospital visitation rates) and medication
intensification. All analyses will use appropriate (that is,
logistic or linear) regression models, with results pre-
sented as point estimates (odds ratios or difference in
means), 95% confidence intervals and p values. The
primary analyses will involve intention-to-treat compari-
sons between the two groups, and a secondary per
protocol analysis will also be conducted [39].
Furthermore, we will conduct subgroup analyses in-

vestigating whether there is any differential effect of the
intervention based on gender and age (< 65 and ≥ 65).
Data analysis will be conducted once all follow-up is
complete. There are no planned interim analyses. Stata
v14 will be used for all analyses [40].

Process evaluation
A process evaluation will be undertaken to determine
whether the intervention is delivered as intended. Treat-
ment fidelity is the strategy used to monitor and enhance
the reliability and validity of interventions. This evaluation
will address important questions regarding GP
decision-making on treatment escalation. It may not al-
ways be appropriate to escalate treatment in the context
of multimorbidity and other patient-related factors, and
data on decision-making will be collected, whether treat-
ment escalation occurs or not.
The process evaluation will include qualitative

analysis and quantitative measures of treatment fidel-
ity, collected through the website activity as part of
the DECIDE treatment algorithms [41]. Qualitative
methods will be used to explore the GP’s experience
of participating in and delivering the DECIDE inter-
vention. Semi-structured interviews (by MM) will be
conducted with each participating GP. The collec-
tion of data will take place during the intervention
and at 2 months after intervention completion,
interviewing GPs and practice nurses from partici-
pating practices. Interviews will be conducted using
telephone or in person and will be audio recorded.
The topic guide will include the context to the
intervention, fidelity and implementation and par-
ticipant experiences. A thematic analysis will be
conducted using normalisation process theory, to
understand how the intervention was embedded in
routine clinical practice [42]. NVivo will be used to
organise and index the data.

Health economic analysis
A preliminary health economic analysis will be con-
ducted to compare the alternative treatment strategies:
(1) intervention, DECIDE intervention plus usual GP
care, and (2) control, versus usual GP care alone. The
evaluation will identify, measure, value and compare the
costs and outcomes of the alternatives being considered.
A healthcare perspective will be adopted with respect to
costing with a range of health service contacts recorded
and valued, including GP use, hospital admissions, atten-
dances at outpatient clinics and emergency clinics, and
drug prescriptions. In addition, a micro-costing process
will be undertaken to capture resource use relating to
the operation and delivery of the DECIDE intervention.
Unit costs will be applied to convert data on resource
use to resource costs, and total cost variables will be cal-
culated for both arms. For the exploratory analysis of
cost effectiveness, data on total costs and the primary
outcome measure of the HbA1c will be employed in an
incremental analysis to explore the mean differentials in
costs and effects between the intervention and the con-
trol. Univariate and multivariate sensitivity analyses, in
addition to cost effectiveness acceptability curves, will be
employed to address the uncertainty in the study. The
output from the pilot study will provide information on
the potential costs and cost effectiveness of the interven-
tion, as well as the feasibility and acceptability of the
proposed health economic approach and analysis plan,
which will inform the design of a definitive RCT to
evaluate its expected cost effectiveness in the future.

Continuation criteria
We will use continuation criteria to assess if further
evaluation of this intervention is warranted, through a
formal RCT. The criteria for continuation will be based
around feasibility. We will use quantitative and qualita-
tive process evaluation data to consider the following:

� Successful recruitment and retention of 14 general
practices and of patients with poor control of T2DM

� Implementation of the intervention as planned
� Acceptability of the intervention for GPs as per the

process evaluation
� Potential effect on patient’s glycaemic control and

medication intensification
� Exploratory economic analysis indicates that the

intervention could be cost effective

Ethics and data management
Ethical approval has been granted by the ICGP Research
Ethics Committee.
A study steering committee will agree on the final data

management plan. Currently, the data received from
practices (collected by recruited GPs) will be completely
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anonymised. A unique study identifier number will be
given to each GP by the study team, to record each
patient participant (this will be recorded in the data col-
lection tool for baseline data measurement). On
follow-up, intervention GPs will use the unique patient
ID to input the outcome data. Qualitative evaluation
data from intervention GPs will be collected through
semi-structured interviews which will be audio recorded
and transcribed. All practice and anonymised patient
data will be stored on secure password-protected hard
drives and transferred to a secure password-protected
server. Hard copies of data (i.e. completed question-
naires and practice consent forms) will be scanned and
stored electronically on a secure password-protected
server in accordance with data protection policies; the
original copies will be shredded.

Discussion
Poorly control T2DM is a major contributor to both
morbidity and mortality of patients and increasing eco-
nomic costs [1]. Few professionally targeted interven-
tions have been developed, which specifically focus on
patients with poor control of T2DM [26]. Similarly,
there is limited evidence on the effect of interventions,
which aim to support the intensification of medications
and address clinical inertia in T2DM management. We
have reported the findings of a non-randomised feasibil-
ity study of a complex intervention, which aims to sup-
port GP-based management of poorly controlled T2DM.
A web-based CDSS, called the DECIDE intervention,
was developed to support evidence-based prescribing for
patients with poorly controlled T2DM. The non-rando-
mised feasibility study showed that focussing on the
medication intensification in poorly controlled T2DM in
general practice is suitable, but should also consider
non-pharmacological intensification options, such as
more frequent reviews and referral to other healthcare
professionals. We have then reported the protocol for a
cRCT, which aims to assess the feasibility of a DECIDE
study. If the study is feasible and the trial methodologies
are robust, we will aim to proceed to a full cluster RCT.
With the prevalence of diabetes rising globally to 422
million affected adults in 2014, compared to 108 million
in 1980, the need for interventions to address the causes
of poor control of diabetes are warranted—especially for
a cohort of patients who are especially vulnerable to the
effects of micro- and macro-vascular complications of
poorly controlled T2DM [1]. DECIDE will also not focus
on aggressive reductions in HbA1c on those with mod-
erate control to T2DM, aiming to reduce the potential
for harm in borderline populations [24–26].
Limitations of the study include the potential that the

use of the finder tool in the control practices could con-
taminate this group and promote a heightened attention

on the identified patients. However, we will ask that the
finder tool be run by practice nurses only and none of
the educational or CDSS elements (e.g. the DECIDE
folder or website training) will be available to control
practices so treatment will continue as usual. The
patients in the control group will continue to receive
usual care, which is a six monthly review in the practice.
Control practices will be offered access to the DECIDE
intervention following study completion. We plan on
performing a process evaluation, which will also identify
if contamination occurs. Prescribing is a very complex
task—especially for patients with poorly controlled
T2DM who may also have complex social needs [6].
Though prescribing options are complex in the CDSS,
the feedback from the non-randomised feasibility study
was that intensification suggestions were logical and not
over-burdensome for the intervention GPs. As the
reasons for poor control can be multi-faceted and com-
plex, the requirement to address non-pharmacological
intensifications options was identified through the non-
randomised feasibility study and these options will be
provided to intervention GPs in the cRCT.
In summary, DECIDE aims to support GPs in Irish

Primary Care to intensify medications, where appropri-
ate, for patients with poorly controlled T2DM, mediated
through a complex intervention comprising a CDSS and
an educational component.

Abbreviations
BP: Blood pressure; CDSS: Clinical decision support system; CONSORT: Consolidated
standards for Reporting Trials; DECIDE: ComputeriseD dECisIonal support for poorly
controlleD typE 2 Diabetes mellitus in Irish General Practice; EHR: Electronic health
record; GP: General practitioner; HRB: Health Research Board; ICC: Intra-cluster
coefficient; ICGP: Irish College of General Practitioners; NICE: National Institute for
Health and Clinical Excellence; T2DM: Type 2 diabetes mellitus

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank Rory O’Driscoll, Eamonn Shanahan and Amin
Mousavi for their help getting the electronic health record finder tools
operational. We would also like to thank Kevin O’Flanagan for his support
with the development of the clinical decision support system and website.

Funding
This research is funded by the Health Research Board (HRB) Centre for
Primary Care Research (Research Grant: HRC-2014-1), the HRB Primary Care
Clinical Trials Network (https://primarycaretrials.ie/), the SPHeRE PhD
programme, the Irish College of General Practitioners and WestREN.

Availability of data and materials
All data generated or analysed during this study are included in this
published article.

Authors’ contributions
All authors contributed to the drafting of this paper. MEM, SMS and TF
conceived of the study idea. MB guided MEM through the Behaviour
Change Wheel theoretical model. DC supported the development of the
DECIDE website and clinical decision support system. FB advised regarding
the statistical analysis, randomisation and sample size. All authors read and
approved the final manuscript.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Ethical approval has been granted by the ICGP Research Ethics Committee.

Murphy et al. Pilot and Feasibility Studies  (2018) 4:159 Page 9 of 10

https://primarycaretrials.ie/


Consent for publication
Not applicable

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Author details
1HRB Centre for Primary Care Research, Royal College of Surgeons, Dublin,
Ireland. 2Health Behaviour Change Research Group, School of Psychology,
National University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland. 3Health Economics and Policy
Analysis Centre (HEPAC), National University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland.

Received: 3 September 2018 Accepted: 2 October 2018

References
1. World Health Organisation. Global report on diabetes. 2016.
2. Khunti K, Wolden ML, Thorsted BL, et al. Clinical inertia in people with type

2 diabetes a retrospective cohort study of more than 80,000 people.
Diabetes Care. 2013;36(11):3411–7.

3. NICE Pathways. Blood-glucose-lowering therapy for type 2 diabetes. 2016.
4. Spann SJ, Nutting PA, Galliher JM, et al. Management of type 2 diabetes in

the primary care setting: a practice-based research network study. Ann Fam
Med. 2006;4(1):23–31.

5. Campbell DJ, McGrady M, Prior DL, et al. Most individuals with treated
blood pressures above target receive only one or two antihypertensive
drug classes. Intern Med J. 2013;43(2):137–43.

6. Khan H, Lasker SS, Chowdhury TA. Exploring reasons for very poor
glycaemic control in patients with type 2 diabetes. Prim Care Diabetes.
2011;5(4):251–5.

7. Parchman ML, Pugh JA, Romero RL, Bowers KW. Competing demands or
clinical inertia: the case of elevated glycosylated hemoglobin. Ann Fam
Med. 2007;5(3):196–201.

8. Reach G. Clinical inertia, uncertainty and individualized guidelines. Diabetes
Metab. 2014;40(4):241–5.

9. Lin J, Zhou S, Pan C, Lingohr-Smith M. Predictors of clinical inertia in a U.S.
managed care setting. Diabetes. 2014;63:A308.

10. Zafar A, Mehta R, Davies MJ, et al. Clinical inertia: failure to intensify the therapy
when needed in the management of type 2 diabetes, retrospective analysis of
Wandsworth (general practice) data (1998-2007). Diabet Med. 2011;28:198.

11. Zafar A, Davies M, Azhar A, Khunti K. Clinical inertia in management of
T2DM. Primary Care Diabetes. 2010;4(4):203–7.

12. Balkau B, Bouee S, Avignon A, et al. Type 2 diabetes treatment
intensification in general practice in France in 2008-2009: the DIAttitude
Study. Diabetes & Metabolism. 2012;38:S29–35.

13. Gonzalez-Clemente JM, Font B, Lahoz R, et al. Inertia study: clinical inertia in
non-insulinized patients on oral hypoglycemic treatment. A study in Spanish
primary and specialty care settings. Medicina Clinica. 2014;142(11):478–84.

14. Gil-Guillen V, Orozco-Beltran D, Carratala-Munuera C, et al. Clinical inertia in
poorly controlled elderly hypertensive patients: a cross-sectional study in
Spanish physicians to ascertain reasons for not intensifying treatment. Am J
Cardiovasc Drugs. 2013;13(3):213–9.

15. Lang V, Marković BB, Kranjčević K. Family physician clinical inertia in
glycemic control among patients with type 2 diabetes. Med Sci Monit.
2015;21:403–11.

16. Samuels A, Yeh HC, McCauley J, et al. Failure to intensify antihypertensive
therapy in adults with diabetes and hypertension in primary care. Diabetes.
2004;53:A292-A.

17. Grant RW, Cagliero E, Dubey AK, et al. Clinical inertia in the management of
type 2 diabetes metabolic risk factors. Diabetic Medicine. 2004;21(2):150–5.

18. Schaars CF, Denig P, Kasje WN, et al. Physician, organizational, and patient
factors associated with suboptimal blood pressure management in type 2
diabetic patients in primary care. Diabetes Care. 2004;27(1):123–8.

19. Schmittdiel JA, Uratsu CS, Karter AJ, et al. Why don’t diabetes patients
achieve recommended risk factor targets? Poor adherence versus lack of
treatment intensification. J Gen Intern Med. 2008;23(5):588–94.

20. Lopez-Simarro F, Brotons C, Moral I, et al. Inertia and treatment compliance
in patients with type 2 diabetes in primary care. Medicina Clinica. 2012;
138(9):377–84.

21. Montori VM. Selecting the right drug treatment for adults with type 2
diabetes. BMJ (Clinical research ed). 2016;352:i1663.

22. Zheng SL, Roddick AJ, Aghar-Jaffar R, et al. Association between use of sodium-
glucose cotransporter 2 inhibitors, glucagon-like peptide 1 agonists, and
dipeptidyl peptidase 4 inhibitors with all-cause mortality in patients with type 2
diabetes: a systematic review and meta-analysis. JAMA. 2018;319(15):1580–91.

23. Murphy ME, Bennett K, Fahey T, Smith SM. Geographical variation in anti-
diabetic prescribing in Ireland in 2013 and 2014: a cross-sectional analysis.
Fam Pract. 2017;34(5):587–92.

24. Hayward RA. Excessive testing of adults with type 2 diabetes. BMJ (Clinical
research ed). 2015;351:h6549.

25. Mossello E. Targeting vascular risk factors in older adults: from polypill to
personalized prevention. JAMA Intern Med. 2015;175(12):1949–50.

26. Murphy ME, Byrne M, Galvin R, et al. Improving risk factor management for
patients with poorly controlled type 2 diabetes: a systematic review of
healthcare interventions in primary care and community settings. BMJ
Open. 2017;7(8):e015135.

27. Mathers N, Ng CJ, Campbell MJ, et al. Clinical effectiveness of a patient
decision aid to improve decision quality and glycaemic control in people
with diabetes making treatment choices: a cluster randomised controlled
trial (PANDAs) in general practice. BMJ Open. 2012;2:e001469. https://doi.
org/10.1136/bmjopen-2012-001469.

28. Murphy ME, Fahey T, Smith SM. Computer-based clinical decision support
for general practitioners. Fam Pract. 2014;31(5):497–8.

29. Cleveringa FG, Gorter KJ, van den Donk M, et al. Computerized decision
support systems in primary care for type 2 diabetes patients only improve
patients’ outcomes when combined with feedback on performance and case
management: a systematic review. Diabetes Technol Ther. 2013;15(2):180–92.

30. Jeffery R, Iserman E, Haynes RB. Can computerized clinical decision support
systems improve diabetes management? A systematic review and meta-
analysis. Diabetic Medicine. 2012;30(6):739–45.

31. O'Connor PJ, Sperl-Hillen JM, Rush WA, et al. Impact of electronic health
record clinical decision support on diabetes care: a randomized trial. Ann
Fam Med. 2011;9(1):12–21.

32. Krass I, Schieback P, Dhippayom T. Adherence to diabetes medication: a
systematic review. Diabetic Medicine. 2015;32(6):725–37.

33. Medical Research Council. Developing and evaluating complex
interventions: new guidance. 2010.

34. Michie S, Atkins L, West R. The behaviour change wheel. A guide to
designing interventions. 1st ed. Surrey: Silverback Publishing; 2014.

35. Michie S, van Stralen MM, West R. The behaviour change wheel: a new
method for characterising and designing behaviour change interventions.
Implement Sci. 2011;6:42.

36. Murphy ME, Byrne M, Zarabzadeh A, et al. Development of a complex
intervention to promote appropriate prescribing and medication
intensification in poorly controlled type 2 diabetes mellitus in Irish general
practice. Implement Sci. 2017;12(1):115.

37. Eldridge SM, Chan CL, Campbell MJ, et al. CONSORT 2010 statement: extension
to randomised pilot and feasibility trials. BMJ (Clinical research ed). 2016;355:i5239.

38. Smith SM, Paul G, Kelly A, et al. Peer support for patients with type 2
diabetes: cluster randomised controlled trial. BMJ (Clinical research ed).
2011;342:d715.

39. Campbell MK, Piaggio G, Elbourne DR, Altman DG. Consort 2010 statement:
extension to cluster randomised trials. BMJ (Clinical research ed). 2012;345:e5661.

40. StataCorp. In: LP S, editor. Stata statistical software: release 14. College
Station; 2015.

41. Grant A, Treweek S, Dreischulte T, et al. Process evaluations for cluster-
randomised trials of complex interventions: a proposed framework for
design and reporting. Trials. 2013;14:15.

42. Murray E, Treweek S, Pope C, et al. Normalisation process theory: a
framework for developing, evaluating and implementing complex
interventions. BMC Med. 2010;8:63.

Murphy et al. Pilot and Feasibility Studies  (2018) 4:159 Page 10 of 10

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2012-001469
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2012-001469

