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Abstract

Background: The reorientation of primary health care towards prevention is fundamental to addressing the rising
burden of chronic disease. However, in Australia, cardiovascular disease prevention practice in primary health care is
not generally consistent with existing guidelines. The Model for Prevention study was a whole-of-system
cardiovascular disease prevention intervention, with one component being enhanced lifestyle modification support
and addition of a health coaching service in the general practice setting. To determine the feasibility of translating
intervention outcomes into real world practice, implementation work done by stakeholders was examined using
Normalisation Process Theory as a framework.

Methods: Data was collected through interviews with 40 intervention participants and included general
practitioners, practice nurses, practice managers, lifestyle advisors and participants. Data analysis was informed by
normalisation process theory constructs.

Results: Stakeholders were in agreement that, while prevention is a key function of general practice, it was not
their usual work. There were varying levels of engagement with the intervention by practice staff due to staff
interest, capacity and turnover, but most staff reconfigured their work for required activities. The Lifestyle Advisors
believed staff had varied levels of interest in and understanding of, their service, but most staff felt their role was
useful. Patients expanded their existing relationships with their general practice, and most achieved their lifestyle
modification goals.

While the study highlighted the complex nature of the change required, many of the new or enhanced processes
implemented as part of the intervention could be scaled up to improve the systems approach to prevention.
Overcoming the barriers to change, such as the perception of CVD prevention as a ‘hard sell’, is going to rely on
improving the value proposition for all stakeholders.

Conclusions: The study provided a detailed understanding of the work required to implement a complex
cardiovascular disease prevention intervention within general practice. The findings highlighted the need for
multiple strategies that engage all stakeholders. Normalisation process theory was a useful framework for guiding
change implementation.

Keywords: Practice nurse, Health coaching, Lifestyle modification, Preventative health

* Correspondence: nerida.volker@canberra.edu.au

"Health Research Institute, Centre for Research & Action in Public Health,
University of Canberra, College Road, Bruce, Canberra, ACT 2601, Australia
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

- © The Author(s). 2017 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
( B|°Med Central International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to
the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver
(http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12875-017-0580-x&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1273-3581
mailto:nerida.volker@canberra.edu.au
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/

Volker et al. BMC Family Practice (2017) 18:28

Background

Cardiovascular disease (CVD) was the leading cause of
death in Australia in 2011 [1]. Primary health care has an
important role in supporting CVD prevention, however
prevention-orientated activities are not routinely under-
taken in Australian general practice [2, 3]. While the need
for more heath promoting health systems has long been
recognised, attempts to reorientate health services towards
prevention have proven highly resistant to change [4]. The
need for greater expertise in how to implement CVD pre-
vention strategies in practice has been identified as key to
addressing the CVD burden worldwide [5].

The Model for Prevention study (MoFoP) is a case
study exploration of a whole-of-system CVD prevention
intervention framed by the Expanded Chronic Care
Model (ECCM) [6].

The ECCM provides an evidence-based approach to
health system redesign for prevention and management of
chronic disease integrating the Chronic Care Model and
the five action areas from the Ottawa Charter for Health
Promotion [7]. The intervention was of 12 months dur-
ation, with strategies including improvement of clinical
and community information systems, support for health
practitioner decision making for CVD risk management,
provision of a health coaching service to support patients
to develop lifestyle modification skills and health system
redesign to provide greater health behaviour change sup-
port across the general practice setting.

Patients from six general practices in the Australian
Capital Territory (ACT) identified via existing clinical
data as being at high risk for CVD disease were provided
with enhanced risk management support, including
access to a Lifestyle Advisor service (health coach) for
up to 12 months (average of four sessions). The inter-
vention also included strategies to build the capacity of
community-based lifestyle modification services to sup-
port patients in the community setting.

Interventions to address chronic disease are com-
plex and, while guidelines-based care has been shown
to be effective in very controlled situations, translat-
ing these outcomes into real world practice has
proven difficult to sustain. In their review of Chronic
Care Model-framed interventions which aim to im-
prove chronic disease outcomes, Kadu and Stolee
found the need for more research focused on under-
standing the inner settings of organisations, including
the characteristics of the work of individual practi-
tioners, in order to better understand how to achieve
and sustain positive outcomes [8]. One of the main
aims of the MoFoP study was to focus on the feasibil-
ity of embedding the intervention approach into real
world practice, both in the general practice and com-
munity setting. The community setting aspects of the
study have been reported elsewhere [9].
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This paper focuses on the aspects of the intervention that
occurred within general practice involving general practi-
tioners (GP), practice nurses (PN), practice management
(PM), lifestyle advisors (LA) and patients who participated
in the intervention (P). To make sense of the social and or-
ganisational aspects of the intervention Normalisation
Process Theory (NPT) was chosen as a tool to frame the
analysis. NPT is a mid-level theory developed to under-
stand and evaluate the processes by which complex inter-
ventions are embedded into routine practice [10]. The
theory takes a whole-of-system perspective, which aligned
well with the intervention design. NPT has also been used
as a tool for assessing the suitability of trial approaches or
providing information to optimise trials [11].

Methods

Data collection

The study used a qualitative design employing semi-
structure interviews. The interviews were conducted
with staff of all the six practices, who delivered the CVD
prevention intervention. All staff members were sent in-
dividual invitations by the research team to participate
in the interviews. Additionally, all patients who partici-
pated in the intervention (n=30) and both Lifestyle
Advisors were sent invitations to be interviewed. Semi-
structured interviews were used instead of focus groups
due to the nature of the general practice environment, which
makes it difficult for groups to get together at one time. In-
terviews also provide a degree of anonymity for staff mem-
bers who were often employees or junior staff of other
interviewees. Topic guides for practice staff and LAs were
informed by NPT constructs. These constructs help to ex-
plain the work involved in embedding interventions into
routine practice. This includes making meaning and sense of
the intervention (coherence), committing to and engaging
with the intervention (cognitive participation), delivering the
intervention (collective action) and reflecting and appraising
the intervention approach (reflective monitoring).

Topic guides for the interviews with patients were de-
veloped in very early stages of the research and contained
evaluation questions not directly informed by NPT. The
decision was made to include patient data in this analysis
given the identified need to include service user evaluation
in the NPT literature [12]. All topic guides were pilot
tested before data collection commenced. Interview ques-
tions for all stakeholders are provided in Additional file 1.

Purposive sampling was used to ensure representation
from a range of practice staff across all of the intervention
general practices. Practice staff were invited to participate
via a letter from the researcher, which was distributed by
practice management. Patients and LAs were also invited
by letter to participate after the completion of the inter-
vention. Interviews with general practice staff were con-
ducted mostly on site at practices and lasted between 20
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and 60 min. Interviews were conducted individually rather
than in a group due to sensitivity to employee/employer re-
lationships which may have impacted on the ability of some
staff to answer questions honestly. Patients were inter-
viewed face to face at their general practice or by phone
(for their convenience) and lasted between 30 and 60 min.
LAs were interviewed face to face at the office of the inter-
viewer and these interviews lasted around 60 min. Inter-
views were conducted between December 2013 and July
2014. All interviews were conducted by the first author,
audio taped and transcribed. Ethical approval for the study
was obtained from University of Canberra Human Research
Ethics Committee (Project number 11-141).

A description of each of the stakeholder groups is out-
lined in Table 1.

Data analysis

The study used NPT constructs to frame the data ana-
lysis. May and colleagues proposed that NPT could
structure the way that qualitative data is coded, analysed
and understood [13]. In this instance, the four con-
structs (and components) were used to code the data in
line with Strauss and Corbin’s single coding approach
[14]. Drawing on the work of Murray, Blakeman, and
Gallacher, a NPT informed coding framework was devel-
oped and interview transcripts were coded against the
framework [15, 16]. The framework is described at
Table 2.

A subset (20%) of transcripts were coded independ-
ently by a second researcher and then compared and
discussed to ensure consistent coding against NPT con-
structs. The data generally aligned with the constructs
and, where data did not fit, it was coded as “other”. Data
handling was facilitated using NVivo 10 software. After
coding, narratives were developed under each of the
constructs.

Results

There were 40 face to face interviews conducted with
participants in all six general practices involved in the

Table 1 Description of key stakeholder groups
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MoFoP study. Interviews were held with 11 General
Practitioners (GPs) (26% of GP participants), 12 Practice
Nurses (PNs) (75% of PN participants), six Practice
Managers (PMs) (100% of PM participants), two LAs
(100% of LA participants) and nine patients (30% of pa-
tient participants). Characteristics of interview partici-
pants are detailed in Table 3.

While male and female practice staff members were inter-
viewed, gender is not reported for each category to maintain
confidentiality of individuals. All patients interviewed were
male, consistent with the total MoFoP intervention popula-
tion, where all but one participating patient was male.

The stakeholder interviews provided a rich description
of the processes of implementation of the MoFoP inter-
vention. After the data were analysed using the NPT
coding framework, narratives were developed for each of
the four NPT constructs. These narratives were sum-
marised and are presented below with illustrative quotes.
While not all elements within each construct had the
same density of coded information, overall most stake-
holders could comment across most of the NPT con-
structs. The quotes are attributed to participants by
professional grouping, years working in that role, and
age for patients.

Making sense of the intervention
For the general practices and their patients, the interven-
tion was the first time they had taken a systematic ap-
proach to identification and management of CVD risk.
The prevention-orientated service was considered by
practice staff to be important for the health of their pa-
tients and an important function of general practice, as
one GP stated:

I feel this is what general practice is about. We are
here to prevent health problems and manage patients.
(GP11, 25 years as a GP).

While practice staff saw the intervention approach to
be consistent with the goals of general practice, most

Title Description of key stakeholder groups

General Practitioner

GPs are medical practitioners who provide primary, comprehensive and continuing care to patients and their

families within the community. General practice is a medical speciality. Entry to the speciality may be achieved
by admission to Fellowship of the Royal Australian College of General Practice [22].

Practice Manager

Practice Nurse
general practice [24].

Lifestyle Advisor

PMs perform all or some of the practice management tasks in a healthcare setting [23].

PNs are registered or enrolled nurses who are employed by, or whose services are otherwise retained, by a

LAs (health coaches) perform a relatively new care extender role helping patients gain the knowledge,

skills, tools and confidence to become active participants in their own care so that they can reach their
self-identified health goals [25]. LAs were fitness professionals provided with additional training in the
Health Change Australia approach [26].

Intervention Participant (patient)

Ps were those patients who responded to the recall and participated in the intervention.




Page 4 of 9

28

Volker et al. BMC Family Practice (2017) 18

juonuanaid gad 01 sayoeoidde aopoeid
1590 yum aiep o3 dn yeis pue syuaned
Buidasy Jo skem padojansp aodeid sy seH

uonesnewlsAs

4ye1s pue syuaiied 1oy

snoabejueape s| yoeoidde uonuaniaul aY)
J3UYI9YM pauIojul yiom [esiesdde seH
{P3SSNISIP SeM JBYM ‘OS §| jSISYI0

YIM UORUSAIRIUL SU3 INOQE 30epad)
3Jeys/amNqUIU0d syuaned pue jels pig
Jno pawed buiag s| yoeoudde uopuaniziul
9U1 1Y) MOUY Jels pue siuasiied pip MoH

|esieidde jeunwiuiod

ijyes pue
syualied 10} snosbelueApe Sem UOUSAISIUL
3Y3 JaYIaym pawojul suom [estesdde sey
IMOoY ‘0s J| juoiuandul 9y} Ssiesdde pue uo
103)421 01 SHOYD Syew Jels pue syuaned pig
(PeY Sey UOIIUSAIRIUI 9y}

1099 1eyM Sjuaiied pue yeis 01 Jes|d I Sepn

|esieidde [enpialpu]

iMOY ‘0S J| jaduaadxd

UOIUSAISIUI Y} UO paseq pabueyd st
and sy 01 yoeoidde syuaned ayy seH
(MOY ‘S §| i90URLIadXa UORUSAIRIUI

3y} uo paseq paidepe usaq sadndeid

9y1 Ul uonuanaid gAD 03 yoeoudde ayy seH

uoneinbluoday

isa1n1ons bunsixe yum diysuonelal

943 19948 UOIIUSAIIUI 93U} PIPp MOH
;(sj001 poddns

UOISIDDP ‘SWISAS UoNBULIOUI [e1UlD 6°3)
$aIN1oNIIS [euonesiuebio ‘Yybnolyy padinosal
pue ‘0] PaYUI| UOIUSAISIUI 9YL SBAA
;saonoeld

sHom BUnsIXe Yum a|qredulod sysel aly
i9J1| KepA1ana J1ayy oul sabueyd ajA1sayl|
a1e1631ul A9y3 pPINOD jUOIUIAIIUI 3L

01 S92IN0S3J UMO J19y3 Bulq syusied pig
{Pa2IN0S3I UOIIUSAIIUL 3} SeM MOH

Co_pm\_mmpc_ |eNIXa1uo)

julea) 2213oeid B UIyIM SISQUISW Jaylo Aq
SUOP YIOM U1 JO SSaUJeMe dy) Jalje
UONUSAISIUI 31 JO UOIdNPOIUL 341 PIJ
i4e1s pue siuaned sayr inoybnoiyy yoeoudde
UONUAIIUI BY1 Ul JUSWUDI[e 21941 SeAA
{UOSeaJ 1BUYM 1O} PUB MOY ‘OS J| ;YIOM Y}
Bulop Aj[ensn 10U SISY10 01 PAA|OASP
UOIUSAISIUI SU1 JOJ YIOM U1 SeAA

Isuodsal pue Jjamod ‘s321nosal
'INOQE| JO UOISIAIP/UOINNGLISIP
29U} UO 9ABY UONRUSAIRIUI Y} JO
uoldNPOAUL 3Y) PIP 1oedwl JeYAA
i4e1s pue syuaned ay1 uiylm
paINquUiIsIp

YIOM UONUSAISIUI 31 SeM MOH

ik

Ajigexiom 135 (14

sdiysuonelau

UIPIUIBW 01 }IOM SISP|OY3RIS [[e PIP MOH
S19p|0YaYeIS ||B Usamiaq

sdiysuone|al 8yl 109jJe UONUSAISIUI 3Y) PIP MOH
((siosiApe 3jA1sayl| ‘Yers

‘sjuaned 971) soiued ||B U9aMISq 9DUSPLUOD

pUE 1SNJ1 1934)e UONUSAIRIUI 3Y) PIP MOH

uoneibalul [euoeRy

;oonoeud jensn

UO 9ABY UORUSAISIUL 3} PIP 10949 1y
JUO[IUSAISIUI DU3 JO UondNPOIIUl 33 O3 idepe
SI0SIApe 9JA1S341| pue Jjels ‘syusiied pip Mo
SI9P|OYYeIS |[e JO YoM

BUNSIXS YIM 11j UOIUSAISIUL UL PIP MOH
isiuaned pue siosiApy aA1saji ‘Jels Aq
pa1oBUR UOIIUSAISIUI 3Y) Sem MOH

Aljigesiom [euondeISIU|

;yoeoidde uonuanUl

3y3 asn 0} uoissiuiad ayi aaey ygeis pig
IHOM SIY} Sem Jeym ‘os |

;op 01 buiyy 1ybu ayy

se yjeis pue syusied Aq pamaln sem
uonudAIRL Y3 ul bunedpiied jey)
2INSUD O UDPUIPUN SIOM I3} SeAA

uonewnba

JUOUSAIIUL 3Y) Inoge syuaiied Yim
31eDIUNWWOD 33noeid 3yl pip MOH
;sbunssw 2dpoeid

Ul 9IN1e3 UORUSAISIUI U3 PIP MOH
PHOM SIYY S1IeyM

‘0S J| juonuUIAIRIUL Y} Bunuaws|duwi

93U} 0} UOINQIUOD paleys e sbuelle 0}
YJOM Sxenapun yels pue sualied ayl pig

UoneADY

;35N AsU1 pIp S|IBfs uonesiuebio 1y
0p AU pip 2eym os |

{uonuaAIBIUL 3Y) OUI iom pue Abisus
‘SWl} 159AUl 01 pasedaud syusired a19p
i0p A543 pip Jeym ‘os 4

JUONUSAIIUL DY) 01 oM pue ABJaus
DU} 159AU| O} patedald yeis 2Iop
JUO[USAIDIUI Y} O3 INQIIUOD O}

35N 1S pIP S||¥fs [euolesiuebIo 1eyp
;UonuUaAIRIUL 3Y1 Ul pabebus sem oy

uonenu|

{UONUSAIIUI 93U O)
UI-ANg;, L,UpIp oYM pue pip Oum
jIuswabebua ayy paieniul Oy
juonuaAIIul 3y Joy dnoeld
ay1 yum abebus siusied pig
JUOIIUSAIDIUI 9U1 punoJse

Je1S 1310 yum abebus yeis pig

Jusuwl|oiuy

;yoeoidde uopuaAIRIUl

9U1 1IN0 ALIBD pUR PUBISISPUN

01 UJIe3| 0} W dY3 dARY JelS piId

;UOnUIAIRIUI

241 01 poddns %935 01 paau JI2Y) pue

%S AD J19Y3 1ejas syuaied syl pig

{yoeoidde uonuaaIul 8Y1 JUSWS|AWI O UJR3| 01 MOY JO
Je1s Ag bulpueisiapun ue a1ay3 Sepn

uonesijeulaiu|

;oonoeid |essusb sy Jo AlAnDe pue sjeob
[PJSAO UL YLIM 11} UOIUSAIRIUI 941 PIJ
i4e1s |je pue syuaned (e Ag panjea
UOIIUSAISIUI 31 JO S1JaUS] UL IS0

410U pIp OYM jesp! poob

e SeM UOIIURAIRIUL 9y} 1yBnoyl oy
(uonuaAIRIUl 9yl punole asodind jo asuas
paieys e aAey syuaied pue Jeis pig
{UonuUaAIRIUI 3Y1 punolse ssodind jo
95USS Paleys e aAeY Je1S Syl pid

uonedydads [eunuwiwod

iwoym oy pue ‘bunq

UOIIUSAIDIUI 33 PIP SIJ2UST IBYAA
{3quDsap 01 syuaned pue Jeis

3y} Joj ASED UONUIAISIUI U3 SBA
SEM UOIUSAIDUI SY} 1BYMm

mouy| syuaned pue jeis 3y pig

uonedyads [enpialpul

(UOIUSAIIUI 31
Bulpiebal s3|04 S I9Y10 Uo
1e3> syuaned pue e1s U
JUOIUAIIUI 31

Buiplebal s3j0J JIBY) UO Jepd
syuaned pue yeis aIop

uolenuaIaiqg

(piom Buisiesddy) BuLIoUOW SAIXS|)2Y

(om Bupoeug) UOIDE 3AND3||0D

(plom diysuoneay) uonedipied aanubod

(flom Bupjews asuss) aoUa1840D

sisAjleue Joj Jomaulely Buipod  djqeL



Volker et al. BMC Family Practice (2017) 18:28 Page 5 of 9
Table 3 Characteristics of stakeholders interviewed

PNs Years as PN PMs Years as PM GPs Years as GP LAs Years in lifestyle modification Patients (P) Age in years
PN1 3 PM1 19 GP1 N/A LA1 27 P1 69

PN2 6 PM2 4 GP2 <1 LA2 27 P2 72

PN3 6 PM3 16 GP3 25 P3 66

PN4 10 PM4 8 GP4 1 P4 66

PN5 1 PM5 1.5 GP5 25 P5 69

PN6 7.5 PM6 18 GP6 1 P6 73

PN7 1.5 GP7 8 p7 65

PN8 1 GP8 1 P8 70

PN9 1 GP9 2 P9 75

PN10 05 GP10 20

PN11 3 GP11 25

PN12 5

agreed it was different from their everyday experience,
which focused on responding to acute illness. As one
PN put it, “Normally it is about treating; this was about
prevention” (PN7, 1 year as a PN).

The patients who participated in the intervention also
agreed that preventing CVD was important and they ex-
pected their general practice to have a role in supporting
them to reduce their risk. Most reported that they had
existing risk factors for CVD and felt the intervention
was therefore relevant to them. However, not all partici-
pants were convinced that they were at high risk and for
one patient the recall letter was totally unexpected.

He said, “I think the word I would use is bemused. I
didn’t know, or didn’t really suspect, that I might have
been at high risk” (P4, 66 years old).

Stakeholder investments in the intervention

While the six general practices volunteered to be in-
volved in the intervention, the degree of commitment
and engagement varied across the practices, between
practice staff groups and for patients in each of the dif-
ferent practices.

One PN noted that in their practice “there was great
support from management, but I think the clinicians
(GPs) had varying levels of commitment to the project.”
(PN 2, 6 years as a PN).

In another practice a strong interest in CVD preven-
tion by one particular staff member led to a high level of
engagement with the intervention. A GP from this prac-
tice noted, “Having a nurse with a background in cardio-
vascular disease meant that we weren’t going to let
anything cardiovascular pass us by’ (GP 1, 20 years as a
GP). While many practice staff reported that they partic-
ipated in the intervention in the interests of their
patients, others undertook activities because they were
expected to as part of their employment. As one GP said
“I did what I was told” (GP3, 25 years as a GP). Both

LAs also felt that there were varying levels of support
for the intervention across practices with one LA stating
that, “I would probably say one of the four (GPs) was
committed” (LA2, 27 years in lifestyle modification).

Communication with practice staff regarding the deliv-
ery of the intervention was generally good. However,
staff turnover in all practices meant that as the interven-
tion progressed some practitioners were not informed of
their required activities. One GP noted that “I think the
doctors who came along after the intervention had
started did not know what was involved...they did not go
to the talks” (GP1, 20 years as a GP).

The patients interviewed had all made the effort to par-
ticipate in the intervention by reading the provided infor-
mation on CVD risk, making an appointment to see their
GP, and in some cases, having a blood test to update lipid
levels. Most patients considered the intervention to be a
normal extension of care from their general practice. They
had established relationships with the practice and its staff
and assumed that participation would be beneficial. As
one patient said “It seemed ordinary, in a sense that this
practice does look after me” (P5, 69 years old).

Stakeholders work to enact the intervention

While all practices reported following the intervention
protocol, the size of the practice, skills and preferences of
the workforce, and the business model led to the work of
the intervention being configured in a range of ways.
These ranged from a nurse led approach to the interven-
tion, with limited input by the GP, to non-participation
where individual GPs in a practice would not allow their
patients to be recalled because they did not receive a dir-
ect incentive payment. One GP explained:

It depends on how the practice is set up and what
your nursing staff are like. I suppose also how you like
to do things as a GP as well. If you like to maintain
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that relationship and do the education yourself rather
than pass the buck to whoever it may be. (GP9, 2
years as a GP)

Successful implementation of the intervention relied
on administration staff undertaking a wide range of
tasks, including many considered central to achieving a
systems approach. While clinicians were responsible for
recording most of the clinical and demographic data, ad-
ministration staff took the lead in most practices in edu-
cating and reminding staff about the need to enter the
key demographic and CVD risk factor data and how to
enter this data correctly. They used their usual practice
communication strategies such as staff meetings and
some novel approaches, for example, messages on the
back of staff toilet doors. One PM recounted her ap-
proach, “We were sticking little stickers [Post It notes] all
over the GP’s computers saying, “please do this or please
do that”. (PM4, 8 years as a PM).

Other tasks that were central to successful implemen-
tation were related to navigating patients through the
intervention processes, such as responding appropriately
to phone calls about the recall visits. When administra-
tion staff failed to perform these tasks the practice expe-
rienced difficulties communicating with eligible patients.
One patient recalled his experience of contacting his
practice and the receptionist not being fully aware of her
role in the intervention.

I had to ring up the practice and tell them that |
wanted an appointment for this program. So I did that
and they made me feel that I was stupid...why did I
need this appointment she said. (P8, 70 years old).

All GPs reported that the intervention did not add a sig-
nificant workload and they were happy to refer patients to
the LA service. They frequently commented that it was
beneficial to give patients access to a broader range of
team members who could spend more time with them on
lifestyle modification issues. As one GP said:

I can only do so much for this patient because 1

have 15 minutes ... so that team-based model... I
think the program got that team approach. (GP1,
20 years as a GP).

For the PNs the intervention activities led to a greater
consultation role, which most of them enjoyed. This work
differed from their usual task-orientation and provided
opportunities to build deeper relationships with patients.

One practice nurse said, “There is not a lot of relationship
building (usually). When talking about prevention, we need
to build relationships, and be in it for the long haul” (PN2,
6 years as a PN).
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The LAs were highly motivated to develop good work-
ing relationships with the GPs from the beginning of the
intervention. While they reported to be disappointed that
the contact was generally restricted to written communi-
cation, they did feel that being present at the practice
made their service more credible with the clinical staff.

One LA said “they had more confidence in what we do
because we were actually in the medical centre.” (LA1,
27 years working in lifestyle modification).

While the intervention introduced an LA as a new
health care provider to the usual practice based care
team, the patients did not feel that their relationship
with their GP or other practice staff was diminished. As
one participant stated, “I don’t think he thought I was be-
ing poached away.” (P 3, 66 years).

Most found that the health coaching approach used by
the LAs was non-judgemental, allowing them to be hon-
est about areas they were willing to change and sup-
ported in achieving the goals they set for themselves.
One patient outlined how the process worked for them:

Basically what happened is I told her what I wanted
to do, she listened and I took over. She steered me in
another direction sometimes or pointed something out
1 might need. (P7, 65 years old).

Stakeholder appraisal of the intervention
All those interviewed considered the intervention to be
worthwhile at some level. Most patients made positive
changes to their lifestyle as a result of the intervention.
One patient had good outcomes for issues that had pre-
viously been resistant to change. He said:

I have certainly reduced smoking and alcohol. I have
been able to put alcohol free days into my program
which I found difficult before (P1, 69 years old).

Practice staff and LAs recalled positive health and
wellbeing outcomes for patients and the practice and
systems level changes achieved. These changes included
both practice and opportunistic risk factor data captured
for enhanced CVD risk assessment and management. As
explained by one of the PNs interviewed:

Since the program was introduced I think it improved
our collection of data, when patients come now all
patients who come through the treatment room get
height, weight, blood pressure, allergies and smoking
assessment (PN12, 5 years as a PN).

The key role of administrative staff improving the
systems response to CVD prevention was also recog-
nised during the study. One experienced PM noted that
“Since my involvement with this project I train my staff
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that are sending out the recall letter... so when a patient
calls and makes an appointment they know exactly
what to tell them” (PM6, 18 years as a PM).

Some staff believed the intervention resulted in a
greater awareness by GPs of the importance of managing
CVD risk and an increased number of CVD risk assess-
ments being conducted. One PN reported that in her
practice, CVD risk assessment had increased, stating
that “Doctors are doing a lot more cardiovascular assess-
ments...they are actually doing them!” (PN2, 6 years as a
PN). There were staff in every practice that identified
barriers to them reorganising practice to align with the
intervention approach. While practice nurses were inter-
ested in an expanded role, many felt underprepared to
address lifestyle modification and felt they needed more
training in the area. This was highlighted by one nurse
who said, “I haven’t been trained for any of this, it has
all been a learning curve for me” (PN6, 7 years as a PN).
Current financing models, time pressures and practical
issues such as poorly integrated clinical software were
also considered issues to be addressed if they were to be-
come a more prevention-orientated practice. One GP
was very clear about this, stating that:

Anything that puts more work on the staff or the
doctors is unrealistic... If there’s no incentive for us, at
least make it that simple that I don’t have to invest
extra work into it. (GP10, 20 years as a GP).

When reflecting back on the intervention, almost all
practice staff identified the difficulty of achieving sus-
tained lifestyle modification itself as a major impediment
to providing prevention-orientated services. They also
considered these challenges would be exacerbated if
there were out of pocket costs for patients.

It’s a hard sell and that is why it should be free. (PN7,
1 year as a PN).

Discussion

The study examined the work required by general
practice staff, Lifestyle Advisers and patients to imple-
ment CVD prevention in primary care consistent with
existing evidence-based practice guidelines [17]. The
findings provide insight into the feasibility of inter-
vention approach being embedded into real world
practice. There were many aspects of the existing
general practice system that could be supported, some
with very small investment, to achieve and sustain
more health promoting general practice setting. How-
ever, significant barriers to system change did exist,
such as the design of current funding and the chal-
lenging nature of lifestyle modification, making it
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difficult for practitioners, and their patients, to move
away from their usual practice.

While usual practice did not normally include
prevention-orientated activities, practice staff felt that
prevention-orientated care was part of their role and
that of general practice. Patients agreed that CVD
prevention was important, important to their own
health and they expected their General Practice to
support them to reduce their risk of CVD. To en-
hance the likelihood of the intervention approach be-
ing adopted, the study outcomes highlight the need
for an increased focus on strategies that build rela-
tionships across general practice. Mazza and col-
leagues found that for patients, having trust and a
good rapport with a GP encouraged them to partici-
pate in prevention-orientated care [18]. Consistent
with this finding, most patients in the intervention
identified strongly with the General Practice or their
particular GP. The study outcomes also emphasised
the value of nurturing relationships between patients
and other members of the practice team. Practice
Nurses were open to building these relationships and
developing more comprehensive clinical roles. The
administration staff also had an important role in en-
gaging patients into the intervention particularly in
areas related to coherence, supporting patients to see
their general practice as interested in prevention and
cognitive participation, getting the multiple internal
and external relationships to work for the interven-
tion and making it easy for patients to engage in the
new activities. Greater recognition of the importance
of this workforce and the development more specific
strategies to support their role, should be a feature of
future interventions.

Redistribution of the work undertaken by general prac-
tice staff to support patients in health behaviour change
was an important element of the intervention approach.
This included the adoption of new or enhanced tasks re-
lated to health information quality, CVD risk assessment
and behaviour change support for the practice staff. There
was also the integration of a new primary health care
workforce in the Lifestyle Advisors. The GPs were gener-
ally happy to undertake small additions to practice to
deliver the intervention and to transfer more lengthy dis-
cussions on lifestyle modification to the LA. Most PNs
welcomed the opportunity to expand their role, but found
lifestyle modification a challenging area of practice be-
cause they had had little previous training or experi-
ence in the area. Limitations in health behaviour
change skills of nurses working in primary health care
and has been previously identified as a barrier to PN’s more
active engagement in chronic disease prevention [19].
Ongoing professional development, particularly using
an academic detailing approach that offers tailored on-



Volker et al. BMC Family Practice (2017) 18:28

site support for the different needs of individual staff and
practices, is needed to build the competence and confi-
dence of this workforce in this new role.

The positioning of a health coaching service in a pri-
mary care practice is a relatively new innovation. While
most patients and practice staff reported positive out-
comes from the LAs service, the LAs themselves per-
ceived varying levels of interest, or as they put it
“curiosity” about their service, particularly by practice
staff. Liddy and colleagues found that it does take time
for practices to adjust to having this new role in place
and that a poor understanding of health coaching by
other practice staff can limit its effectiveness [20]. There-
fore the addition of this new workforce has potential to
make prevention-orientated services easier to deliver in
the general practice setting, but it will need to be sup-
ported over an extended period to allow the potential
benefits to be fully recognised. To continue this role
would be an area requiring a new source of recurrent
funding, as in the current intervention these positions
were fully supported with short term project funds.

The need for more recurrent funding for prevention
activities and the challenging nature of lifestyle modifi-
cation were identified as fundamental barriers to the
intervention approach being adopted as usual practice.
The lack of adequate funding, funding along with lim-
ited time and other competing priorities have been
found by other researchers to be barriers to lifestyle
modification in general practice [21]. This ambivalence
remains a fundamental barrier to prevention-orientated
general practice, with the benefits of moving to delivery
of more prevention services over remaining with the
status quo, not yet compelling for the practices in-
volved in the study. However, if positive patient health
and practice system outcomes could be maintained,
even at some level, over time the experience of CVD
prevention could improve and help to build the value
proposition for prevention-orientated services. The
need to build the value proposition for prevention was
also emphasised by the community-based lifestyle
modification providers in their attempt to operate vi-
able businesses [9]. Until prevention-orientated services
hold greater value for everyone and attract the collect-
ive action and subsequent advocacy for policy and
funding reform, it is unlikely there will be the commu-
nity and political will required to achieve change.

The study demonstrated the utility of exploring imple-
mentation processes and the work required at an indi-
vidual and organisational level to see translation of
evidence-based CVD prevention practice into everyday
general practice. It also showed the benefit of using NPT
as a tool for examining implementation of a prevention-
orientated activity. It allowed the researchers to ‘think
through’ the data in a structured way and highlighted
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the work required by all stakeholders to implement such
a complex intervention. Much of this information was
unlikely to have been captured systematically in other
ways. In particular, it helped to expose the ‘hidden work’
that needs to occur to create health promoting systems.

The limitations of the study relate to the sample and
the timing of the interviews. The study took place in a
single city with a generally high standard of living. The
sample of practice staff included only those willing to be
interviewed, who may have been more interested in the
intervention outcomes. Not all staff interviewed worked
at one of the six practices over the entire period of the
intervention, which limited their capacity to comment
on the earlier stages of implementation. Data was col-
lected at the completion of the pilot study, those inter-
viewed may have forgotten aspects relevant to the early
stages of the intervention.

While consideration was given to collecting baseline in-
formation from stakeholders about what they expected
from enhanced CVD prevention, given the novel nature of
the intervention for many of the staff and patients, it was
decided that this step would provide little additional infor-
mation to justify the increased burden on participants.
However, the study team did use the NPT constructs in
the development of the strategies for the intervention.

The study was strengthened by inclusion of all key
workforce groups in general practice, and in particular,
by including the patients who were the users of the ser-
vice. The practices in the study operated using a range
of business models and serviced a range of demographic
groups. While some of the issues raised were directly
related to the predominately fee-for-service funding
model of general practice in Australia, many of the find-
ings are relevant to the challenges faced by health
systems globally in attempts to improve prevention-
orientated primary health care. Finally, use of the NPT
provided a rich and detailed framework for analysis and
a strong theoretical grounding to the study.

Conclusion

Despite widespread agreement that increasing CVD
prevention activities in primary care is important,
progress in reorientating health systems towards
prevention-orientated practice has been limited. This
study highlights the value of examining the implemen-
tation processes at a detailed level, including the
experience of all stakeholders, in understanding of the
feasibility of a complex intervention being embedded
into usual practice. While many barriers will continue
to impede the translation of the intervention approach,
the study was able to highlight parts of the system that
are highly influential to improving CVD prevention and
are ready to change. Over time, supporting these areas
will increase the capacity of general practice to become
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a health promoting setting and a true primary health
care setting, which is a goal definitely worth pursuing.
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