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Aim 
To evaluate the effect of a computerised clinical 
guidance tree (a computer program that uses 
decision trees as a structure for providing 
individualised information to patients about their 
medical condition) 1) on patient adherence with their 
treatment choice 2) for patients with varying social, 
psychological and physical characteristics, and 3) in 
assisting patients to make a choice regarding their 
medical treatment which leads to an improvement in 
physical and mental health. 
 
Project Outline/Methodology 
Randomised controlled trial.  Patients with either 
newly diagnosed Hypertension or Benign Prostatic 
Hyperplasia (BPH) were randomised to either the 
control group (treatment as usual) or experimental 
group (also used the guidance tree program). 
Participants were asked to participate via either their 
GP practice or out-patient clinic (BPH patients only). 
 
Key Results 
Of 110 patients approached to take part in the study 
75 were randomised.  56 (75%) patients completed 
follow up questionnaires at 1 month and 58 (77%) 
patients at 6 months after being randomised.  Patient 
numbers were much lower than planned, meaning 
that they may not have been large enough to detect 
a change in outcome data. 
 
The primary outcome measures were patient 
adherence to treatment (eg self report of medication 
use, lifestyle changes), decisional conflict and quality 
of life, all measured by the follow-up questionnaire.  
There were no significant differences in any of the 
outcome measures between the two groups at either 
follow up point. 

There were significant differences in how the 
programme was used, depending on the diagnosis of 
the patient and individual personality characteristics.  
Individuals who cope by seeking information 
appeared to spend longer evaluating outcomes.  
Individuals who cope by distraction or denial spent 
less time using the program in general. 

 
Conclusions 
The guidance tree programme evaluated in this study 
did not have any effect on patient adherence to 
treatment, decisional conflict or quality of life.  Use of 
the program varied significantly depending on 
individual characteristics.  The usefulness of this type 
of program may be a complex interaction between 
information and personality characteristics. 
 
What does this study add to the field? 
Previous studies have shown that using decision aids 
may increase patient knowledge about treatment, but 
may not affect patient behaviour.  This study 
confirms that using decision aids may not have an 
effect on patient adherence to treatment.  It also 
suggests that decision aids may be more or less 
useful depending on individual patient characteristics.  
The program is innovative, in that it is able to 
quantitatively measure how individuals interact with 
the information provided in the program, providing 
the possibility of complex analysis of information use. 
 
Implications for Practice or Policy 
The program developed may be a useful way of 
providing research based information to both patients 
and professionals.  The program is not specific to the 
medical conditions considered in this study and could 
be applied to a number of different health care 
conditions. 
 
Where to next? 
More research is needed to try and identify which 
elements of the guidance tree may be useful to help 
patients make decisions about their treatment.  
There also needs to be further investigation into how 
using tools such as the guidance tree affects medical 
consultations, and whether they are a useful tool in 
every day medical practice. 
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