Health Policy 120 (2016) 431-439

HEALTH
POILICT

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Health Policy

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/healthpol

Perceived quality of chronic illness care is associated with
self-management: Results of a nationwide study in the
Netherlands

@ CrossMark

L. van Houtum®*, M. Heijmans®, M. Rijken?, P. Groenewegen "

3 NIVEL (Netherlands Institute for Health Services Research), Netherlands
b Department of Sociology and Department of Human Geography, Utrecht University, Netherlands

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received 20 November 2014

Received in revised form 17 October 2015
Accepted 25 November 2015

Background: Healthcare providers are increasingly expected to help chronically ill patients
understand their own central role in managing their illness. The aim of this study was
to determine whether experiencing high-quality chronic illness care and having a nurse
involved in their care relate to chronically ill people’s self-management.

Methods: Survey data from 699 people diagnosed with chronic diseases who participated

Keywords: in a nationwide Dutch panel-study were analysed using linear regression analysis, to
SNeuli‘si"’sre estimate the association between chronic illness care and various aspects of patients’ self-

management, while controlling for their socio-demographic and illness characteristics.
Results: Chronically ill patients reported that the care they received was of high quality to
some extent. Patients who had contact with a practise nurse or specialised nurse perceived
the quality of the care they received as better than patients who only had contact with a GP
or medical specialist. Patients’ perceptions of the quality of care were positively related to
all aspects of their self-management, whereas contact with a practise nurse or specialised
nurse in itself was not.

Conclusion: Chronically ill patients who have the experience to receive high-quality chronic
illness care that focusses on patient activation, decision support, goal setting, problem solv-
ing, and coordination of care are better self-managers. Having a nurse involved in their care
seems to be positively valued by chronically ill patients, but does not automatically imply
better self-management.

Chronic disease
Quality of healthcare
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1. Introduction ability to deal with everything a chronic illness entails [5].

This includes managing symptoms, treating the condition,

Nowadays, self-management by patients (and their
families) is recognised as an essential part of chronic illness
care [1-4]. Self-management is defined as the individual’s
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making lifestyle changes, and coping with the physical
and psychosocial consequences of having a chronic con-
dition [5,6]. The aim of self-management is to minimise
the impact of the chronic disease and maintain a satisfac-
tory quality of life [7,8]. Given the comprehensive nature
of their condition, it is not surprising that many patients
find it difficult to achieve optimal self-management [9,10].
Healthcare providers are therefore increasingly expected
to help patients understand their own central role in
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managing their illness, make informed choices, and engage
in healthy behaviour [5,11].

Historically, Western healthcare systems are built on an
acute, episodic model of care, which does not suit the com-
prehensive needs of the chronically ill [6]. Consequently,
there has been a move away from models of care in which
the healthcare provider is seen as the main actor and the
patient as a passive recipient, towards models in which
the patient is ascribed a more active role and healthcare
providers and patients are considered equally impor-
tant partners in chronic illness management [12-14]. In
accordance with the Chronic Care Model, high-quality
chronic illness care can be defined as a patient-centered
collaborative approach to care [15], and is characterised by
collaborative goal setting, support for self-management,
optimisation of therapy, and intensive follow-up
[16].

In the Chronic Care Model, the delivery of care by a
multidisciplinary care teamis considered an important ele-
ment of high-quality care [17]: patients might benefit from
the varied skills and knowledge of the different profes-
sionals involved in their care. In many countries, such as
the UK, Sweden, Finland, Australia, New Zealand and the
Netherlands, nurses have become important actors in the
care for patients with chronic illness, as most doctors have
neither the training nor the time to engage in behaviour
change counselling, or to give self-management support
[17,18]. Generally, doctors (general practitioners or med-
ical specialists) focus on the process of diagnosing and
initiating medical treatment, whereas practise nurses and
specialised nurses provide education, monitor treatment
outcome, support behaviour change, and coordinate active
follow-up [18,19]. Several studies indicate that nurses’
involvement leads to improved quality of chronic illness
care and improved patient outcomes [20-23].

According to the Chronic Care Model, receiving high-
quality chronic illness care should enable patients to
actively contribute to (decisions regarding) their care and
take actions that result in optimal health and quality of
life outcomes. Research has shown that several elements of
high-quality chronic illness care, such as patient-centered
communication [24], self-management support [25], regu-
lar follow-up, and collaborative decision making [26], are
associated with e.g., greater patient satisfaction, improved
health status, and increased care efficiency. However,
the relationship between (patient-perceived) quality of
chronic illness care and patients’ self-management is
less clear. The limited number of studies that have
examined this relationship used a narrow definition of self-
management, focussing solely on the aspects of medical
management and self-care [27,28]. One study found a pos-
itive association between high quality chronic illness care
and patient activation which is a condition for good self-
manage [29]. The effects on coping with the psychosocial
consequences of chronic illness in daily life, however, have
hardly been studied. This is striking, as findings of Elissen
et al. [30] showed that self-management support provided
by healthcare providers tends to focus mainly on medical
and behaviour management and less on helping patients
deal with the emotional consequences of being chronically
ill.

2. Research focus and context

Considering the important role of the organisation of
care as illustrated by the Chronic Care Model for chron-
ically ill patients’ behaviour and outcomes, we decided
to study the relationships between the perceived quality
and the involvement of nurses in the care of chronically
ill patients in the Netherlands and their self-management.
In the Dutch healthcare system, general practitioners (GPs)
function as ‘gatekeepers’, which means that access to med-
ical specialists and hospital care requires a referral from
a GP. Practise nurses and specialised nurses have been
introduced to reduce the workload of GPs and medical
specialists as well as to improve the quality of chronic ill-
ness care [17,31]. In 2008, the Dutch government aimed
to stimulate the improvement of the quality of care for
patients with chronic conditions by adopting a nationwide
chronic disease management approach [32]. This approach
included the delivery of well-coordinated care and sup-
port by multidisciplinary care teams embedded in primary
care, a central role for self-management by the patient and
strengthening of the link between prevention and cure
[33], with nationally developed care standards being the
main instrument for implementation of this policy [34].
Care standards have been developed and regional care
programmes based on these care standards have been
implemented for several chronic diseases, starting with
diabetes mellitus, COPD, and cardiovascular disease. Cur-
rently, more care standards have become available, but
given their disease-specific nature and the complexity of
the delivery and (separate) financing systems of healthcare
and social care, chronic illness care in the Netherlands, as
in other European countries, seems to be still fragmented
[34], and issues of quality and efficiency remain high on the
policy agenda.

Given the still actual and pregnant question on the
quality of chronic illness care, we will begin our study
by exploring the current status of chronic illness care
in the Netherlands by examining chronically ill patients’
perceptions of the quality of the care they receive and
the involvement of nurses in their care. Next, as it is
expected that the involvement of nurses contributes to
a better quality of care [20,31], we will examine the
relationship between nurse involvement and chronically
ill patients’ perceptions of receiving high-quality chronic
illness care (see Fig. 1). Finally, we will examine the
associations between the perceived quality of chronic ill-
ness care and nurse involvement on the one hand and
aspects of chronically ill patients’ self-management on the
other.

We aim to answer the following research questions:

¢ How do chronically ill patients perceive the quality of the
chronic illness care they receive, and to what extent are
nurses (practise nurses or specialised nurses) involved
in chronic illness care in the Netherlands, in addition to
general practitioners and/or medical specialists?

e To what extent is the quality of chronic illness care as
perceived by patients related to the involvement of a
nurse in their care?
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Patients” perceived quality
of chronic illness care

Nurse involvement
in chronic illness care

Patients” level of
self-management

Fig. 1. Conceptual model of study.

e To what extent does the perception of receiving high-
quality care and the involvement of a nurse relate to
chronically ill patients’ self-management?

3. Methods
3.1. Study sample

The sample of the present study consisted of mem-
bers of the National Panel of people with Chronic illness
or Disability (NPCD), used in a nationwide prospective
panel study on the consequences of chronic illness in
the Netherlands [35]. Participants with chronic illnesses
were recruited from more than a hundred general prac-
tises (random samples of general practises drawn from
the Dutch register of General Practises [36]). These panel
members were selected based on the following crite-
ria: they were diagnosed with a somatic chronic disease
by a certified medical practitioner, aged >15, not per-
manently institutionalised, aware of the diagnosis, not
terminally ill (life expectancy >6 months according to the
general practitioner), mentally capable of participating,
and sufficiently proficient in Dutch. Annually, 500 new
panel members are selected via the standardised proce-
dure to replace panel members who have withdrawn or
who have participated for the maximum term of four
years. The NPCD is registered with the Dutch Data Pro-
tection Authority; all data is collected and handled in
accordance with the privacy protection guidelines of the
Authority.

On inclusion, NPCD participants received a question-
naire about their socio-demographic characteristics. In
addition, GPs provided (with the patients’ permission)
medical information about the panel members. In October
2012, a questionnaire about experiences with chronic
illness care and healthcare providers was sent to the
panel members (n=1064, response=385%) and in April
2013, a questionnaire about self-management (n=1227,
response =82%). A total of 699 participants filled in both
questionnaires; they constituted the sample of this study.
These participants were registered with 35 general prac-
tises from all over the country.

3.2. Operationalisation

3.2.1. Self-management

To cover a comprehensive range of aspects of self-
management (in accordance with Bayliss [12]), we
included two measuring instruments. The first was the
Dutch version of the Partners in Health Scale (PIH-Dutch),
which measures patients’ self-management knowledge
and behaviour. This PIH scale was originally developed
as part of the ‘Flinders Program of Chronic Care Self-
Management [37,38]. The PIH-Dutch scale consists of
12 items, which are answered on a nine-point scale
with 0 indicating low self-management and 8 high self-
management, and is divided into four scales, namely:
knowledge, coping with consequences, recognition and
management of symptoms, and active involvement in
treatment [39]. Scale scores were computed by dividing
the sum of participants’ item scores by the number of
items filled in, with higher scores indicating better self-
management.

Since communication with healthcare providers as an
aspect of self-management is not addressed sufficiently in
the PIH-Dutch, we also included the short version of the
Perceived Efficacy in Patient-Provider Interaction (PEPPI-
5) scale [40,41]. This scale consists of five items assessing
the level of efficacy experienced by patients regarding their
interactions with physicians. The items are scored on a
scale ranging from 1 (very confident) to 5 (not confident
at all). Mean scale scores were used in this study, with
higher scores indicating higher levels of perceived efficacy
in consultations.

3.2.2. Perceived quality of chronic illness care

We included the short version of the Patient Assessment
of Chronic Illness Care questionnaire (PACIC-S) [42,43], to
examine patients’ perceptions of chronic illness care. The
PACIC-S consists of 11 items assessing the extent to which
patients experience that the care they received included
decision support, goal setting, problem solving, and follow-
up/coordination of care. These items are answered on a
five-point scale ranging from 1 ‘almost never’ to 5 ‘almost
always’. Mean scale scores were used, with higher scores
indicating patients experiencing higher quality of care.
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Table 1
Sample characteristics.
N % Mean Range SD
Socio- Age 694 64.4 19-92 12.2
demographic Female 364 52
characteristics Educational level
Low 241 36%
Intermediate 274 41%
High 157 23%
Illness Types of disease
characteristics Cardiovascular disease 213 31%
Asthma 85 12%
COPD 84 12%
Musculoskeletal disorder 170 25%
Cancer 95 14%
Diabetes mellitus 162 23%
Neurological disease 83 12%
Gastrointestinal disease 51 7%
Other chronic disease 248 36%
Multi-morbidity present 371 53%
Illness duration in years 676 124 .9-66 8.9
Life-threatening
To a lesser extent 511 79%
Neutral 98 15%
To a greater extent 35 5%
Progressive deterioration
To a lesser extent 376 58%
Neutral 200 31%
To a greater extent 68 11%
Self- Knowledge 677 6.69 0-8 1.19
management Coping 684 6.36 0-8 1.45
Symptom management 678 6.73 0-8 1.53
Active involvement 683 7.20 0-8 1.06
Perceived efficacy in communication 653 3.98 1-5 0.72

3.2.3. Healthcare providers

Participants were asked whether they had contact with
a GP, medical specialist, practise nurse, and specialised
nurse during the last 12 months. Based on these questions,
we computed one dichotomous variable: patients receiv-
ing care provided by a GP and/or medical specialist versus
those receiving care provided by a GP and/or medical spe-
cialist as well as by a practise nurse and/or specialised
nurse.

3.2.4. Socio-demographic and illness characteristics

We included the following socio-demographic char-
acteristics of the participants in our study: age, gender,
and highest level of education. In addition, we used data
provided by their GPs: the types of chronic disease that
had been diagnosed (coded by means of the International
Classification of Primary Care [44]), the presence of more
than one chronic disease (multi-morbidity), illness dura-
tion (time post-diagnosis computed from the month and
year of diagnosis of the (first) chronic disease) and whether
patients’ health status was life-threatening, or progres-
sively deteriorating (on a 3-point scale) according to the
GP.

3.3. Statistical analyses

Descriptive analyses were performed to provide infor-
mation about the characteristics of the study sample and
to describe the perceived quality of chronic illness care
and the involvement of different types of doctors and
nurses in the care participants received during the last year

(question 1). As disease management programmes have
been introduced to improve the quality of care but have
only been implemented until now for some chronic dis-
eases in the Netherlands, we also wanted to check whether
the perceived quality of chronic illness care was different
for people with different types of chronic diseases. There-
fore, we performed linear regression analyses to check
whether the perceived quality of chronic illness care dif-
fered for patients with different types of chronic diseases
and logistic regression analyses to check whether the odds
of having a nurse involved in their care differed between
patients with different types of chronic diseases.

T-test for independent samples was used to establish
whether the perceived quality of chronic illness care dif-
fered between patients who received care from a practise
nurse/specialised nurse in addition to the care provided by
aGP/medical specialist and patients who only received care
from these doctors (question 2).

Finally, we performed linear regression analyses to esti-
mate the associations between patients’ perceived quality
of chronic illness care and nurse involvement in care
(independent variables) and patients’ self-management
(dependent variables) (question 3). In addition, we also
conducted linear regression analyses which included the
interaction effect between patients’ perceived quality of
chronic illness care and nurse involvement in care on
patients’ self-management. We controlled for the effects
of socio-demographic and illness characteristics. We
conducted single-level regression analyses instead of mul-
tilevel analyses, since intra-class correlations (Appendix 1)
showed hardly any clustering of patients’ self-management
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Table 2
Characteristics of received chronic illness care (care providers involved
and perceived quality of care).

N % or mean Std. dev.

Involvement of care providers

GP 690 88%

Medical specialist 677 68%

Practice nurse 671 50%

Specialised nurse 668 26%
Patients’ perceived quality 575 2.53 0.84

of chronic illness care

(range 1-5)

abilities within general practises (which was the original
sampling framework). In addition, the likelihood ratio test
did not show that multilevel analyses had an advantage
over ordinary regression analyses. All analyses were per-
formed using Stata 13.1.

4. Results
4.1. Characteristics of the study sample

Table 1 shows the socio-demographic and illness
characteristics and self-management scores of the study
sample. The mean age was 64.4 years and 52 percent of
the participants were female. Cardiovascular disease (31%),
musculoskeletal disorders (25%), and diabetes (23%) were
the most common chronic diseases within the sample. Half
(53%) of the study sample was diagnosed with more than
one chronic (somatic) disease and the mean illness dura-
tion (time post-diagnosis) was 12 years. The health status
of 79% of the participants was not life-threatening or only
to a small extent, and in 61% it was not progressively dete-
riorating or only to a small extent. Mean scores on the
self-management scales were high, indicating that partic-
ipants generally perceived their self-management to be
quite good.

4.2. Chronic illness care

The involvement of a GP in their care was reported
by almost all participants, followed by the involvement of
medical specialists, practise nurses, and specialised nurses
(Table 2). More than a third (37%) of the participants only
received care from a GP and/or medical specialist, whereas
63% also had a practise and/or specialised nurse involved
in their care.

Table 2 also shows that participants had a mean score
of 2.53 on the PACIC-S. Considering the item scores (not
tabulated), most participants perceived their care as well-
organised, were regularly asked about health habits and
were given choices to think about (mean item scores >2.99).
However, some aspects of high-quality care were reported
less often: only a few participants reported having received
a copy of their treatment plan, having been contacted after
a visit to see how things were going (follow-up care) and
having been encouraged to go to a specific group or class
to help them cope with their chronic illness (mean item
scores <2.00).

Both the odds of having a practise nurse or specialised
nurse involved in their care and the quality of chronic ill-
ness care that patients experienced were related to the
type of chronic disease(s) they suffered from (not tabu-
lated). Participants who had been diagnosed with COPD
and/or diabetes were more likely to have a practise nurse or
specialised nurse involved in their care (OR=2.03, p<.05,
and OR=6.03, respectively, p<.01) and rated the quality
of their care higher (=11 and 8=11 respectively, p<.05)
than participants who had not been diagnosed with these
diseases.

4.3. Associations between healthcare providers involved
and perceived quality of care

How chronic illness care is organised is associated with
how patients perceive the quality of their care. Partici-
pants who received care from a nurse, in addition to care
from a GP and/or medical specialist, rated the quality of
their care higher than participants who received their care
solely from a GP and/or medical specialist(s) (Table 3). The
added value of having a nurse involved in the care process
was highest regarding patients’ experiences with follow-up
care, discussing lifestyle issues, and setting goals.

4.4. Associations between chronic illness care and
self-management

Participants’ perceptions of the quality of chronic ill-
ness care were positively related to their self-management
(Table 4). The better they perceived the quality of care to be,
the higher their level of self-management was. Perceived
quality of care had the strongest association with the
communication component of self-management and the
weakest with patients’ knowledge. Having a practise nurse
or specialised nurse involved in the care was not associ-
ated with a higher level of self-management. Moreover,
we have also conducted a separate regression analysis with
nurse involvement included as the only predictor variable,
besides the confounders (and thus without the perceived
quality of care variable), but this analysis also showed that
nurses’ involvement in care is not associated with patients’
self-management (not tabulated). In addition, we also did
not find an interaction effect between perceived quality of
care and nurses’ involvement in the care on the level of
self-management (not tabulated).

Furthermore, Table 3 shows that age and being diag-
nosed with a musculoskeletal disorder have an additional
significant effect on participants’ level of coping with the
consequences of chronicillness, and that gender, education
level and being diagnosed with diabetes, musculoskeletal,
or neurological disorders all had an additional significant
effect on participants’ confidence in their communication
with healthcare providers.

5. Discussion

This study provides insight into the current state of
chronic illness care in the Netherlands and how this
relates to chronically ill patients’ self-management. As self-
management is nowadays considered a key element in
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Table 3

Patients’ perceived quality of chronic illness care according to the type of healthcare providers involved in their care (N=528-559).

Healthcare providers involved

Only GP or specialist Also practice or T-test
specialised nurse
Patients’ perceived quality of chronic illness care 2.31 2.64 —4.54
Over the past 6 months, when I received care for my chronic conditions, [ was ...
.. satisfied that my care was well-organised 3.89 4.01 -1.41
.. asked questions, either directly or on a survey, about my health habits 2.73 3.28 —4.46"
.. given choices to think about 2.99 3.01 -0.12
.. helped to set specific goals to improve my eating or exercise 2.30 2.81 —435"
.. asked how my chronic illness affects my life 231 2.58 -2.31
... told how my visits to other types of doctors, like the eye doctor or surgeon, 2.08 2.72 -5.23
helped my treatment
.. helped to make a treatment plan that I could use in my daily life 1.98 2.30 —2.84"
.. helped to plan ahead so I that could take care of my illness even in hard times 2.01 2.28 -2.51
.. given a copy of my treatment plan 1.66 2.08 -3.94"
.. contacted after a visit to see how things were going 1.68 2.05 -3.63"
.. encouraged to go to a specific group/class to help me cope with my illness 1.68 1.89 -2.12

" Significant at p<.05.
™ Significant at p<.01.

the care for people with chronic illness, it is important
that chronic illness care is organised and that health-
care providers provide care in a way that it supports
patients to better self-manage their illness. To start with
the healthcare providers involved, almost all people with
a chronic illness in the Netherlands receive care from a
GP and two thirds also receive care from one or more
medical specialist(s), but only half of them also had con-
tact with a practise nurse and about a quarter also had a
specialised nurse involved in their care. In general, chron-
ically ill patients reported receiving chronic illness care
that was of high quality to some extent. In this study, peo-
ple with chronic illnesses had an average score of 2.53
on the PACIC-S, which was slightly lower than the 2.63
found by Cramm et al. [44] who studied the experiences
of people with cardiovascular disease who had all been
enrolled in a comprehensive disease management pro-
gramme (which is still not the case for all chronically
ill people in the Netherlands). However, some elements
of high quality care are implemented better than other
aspects. Incorporating patients’ social environment into
their treatment and more intensive follow-up to assess
patients’ progress are aspects that need more attention.
Other studies also found that the quality of chronic illness
care,in both the Netherlands and other European countries,
is stillinadequate in terms of patient-provider communica-
tion, shared decision-making, and follow-up between visits
[30,45,46].

Furthermore, this study shows that patients with dif-
ferent chronic diseases have different experiences with
chronic illness care in the Netherlands. We found that
nurses were more often involved in the care for patients
with diabetes or COPD, which is in line with the compe-
tence profile of practise nurses in the Netherlands [47].
Also, patients diagnosed with diabetes or COPD perceived
the quality of care as higher than people with other
chronic diseases. This difference in nurse involvement and
perceived quality may be a direct result of the intro-
duction of disease-specific chronic disease management
programmes.

In line with existing literature [20-23], we found that
nurses’ involvement can improve the quality of care for
chronically ill patients. Compared to patients who only
had contact with a GP or medical specialist(s), patients
who also had contact with a practise nurse or specialised
nurse perceived the quality of their care to be better.
This confirms the rationale behind current health policy
to promote task delegation, as it should lead to GPs and
medical specialists having more time to focus on the diag-
nostic and medical treatment process, while nurses could
spend time on other important elements of high-quality
care, such as monitoring treatment outcomes, providing
education and support with behaviour change, and active
follow-up [18,19,48]. However, nurses’ involvement in
treatment was not associated with higher levels of self-
management. This was also the case when we included
nurse involvement as the only predictor variable in the
model. One of the explanations for this might be that we
do not actually know which care these nurses provided.
For instance, nurses might have focussed on monitoring
the clinical outcomes of medical treatment and organizing
follow-up care rather than on providing self-management
support. Tension between following clinical guidelines and
a patient-centred collaborative approach to care has been
previously reported [18]. Another explanation relates to
the complicated nature of chronically ill patients’ self-
management: it has been found to depend on many
personal and contextual factors [49,50], and the involve-
ment of nurses is only one of the many factors in this
respect.

Nevertheless, our results indicate that patients who
experience a higher quality of care have more knowl-
edge of their illness, are more capable of coping with the
consequences of their illness, are more able to recognise
and manage their symptoms, are more actively involved
in their own treatment and are more confident in their
communication with healthcare providers. Previous work
has already shown a positive relationship between the
(perceived) quality of chronic illness care and patient acti-
vation [29] and self-management behaviour such as regular



Table 4

Linear regression analysis assessing the relationship between patients’ perceived quality of chronic illness care, nurse involvement and self-management of people with chronic illness (standardised coefficients).

Knowledge Coping with Symptom Active Perceived efficacy
(n=468) consequences management involvement in communication
(n=469) (n=469) (n=469) (n=458)
B B B B B
Patients’ perceived quality of 13 17 14 - 16 ) 21
chronic illness care
Nurse involvement in care -.05 -.01 .01 .01 -.04
Covariates
Age -.02 13 —-.04 .08 -.06
Female (ref: male) -.01 —-.08 .06 -.05 -.11
Educational level (ref: low)
Intermediate .00 .05 —-.08 .07 .08
High .04 .06 -.03 .09 15
Types of disease?
Cardiovascular disease —-.02 —-.01 —.04 —-.08 -.09
Asthma -.02 -.00 .06 .03 -.01
COPD .02 -.04 -.02 .01 -.01
Musculoskeletal disorder —-.09 -.11 -.05 -.02 -.14
Cancer .06 .02 .01 -.01 .01
Diabetes mellitus -.03 -.03 .01 -.02 -.11
Neurological disease .00 -.06 -.08 2 -.10
Gastrointestinal disease —-.06 -.03 .02 .04 —-.02
Other chronic disease -.03 .03 -.05 -.09 -.05
Multi-morbidity present (ref: no) .06 -.02 13 12 .14
Illness duration .03 .00 .01 -.02 -.01
Life-threatening (ref: to a lesser extent)
Neutral -.01 -.04 .03 —-.02 -.09
To a greater extent .01 -.09 .07 .04 -.06
Progr. deterioration (ref: to a lesser extent)
Neutral -.00 -.09 -.09 -.12 -.07
To a greater extent .08 .05 -.06 .01 -.04
R? 4% 9% 7% 7% 13%

" Significant at p<.05.
" Significant at p<.01.

2 Reference group: people who do not have that specific type of chronic illness. For example, people with COPD were compared with people who have another chronic disease(s).
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exercise and healthy diet [27,28]. Our study, however,
focusses on a broader array of self-management aspects
and shows that the perceived quality of care is also asso-
ciated with coping with the psychosocial consequences of
chronic illness in daily life. However, as mentioned above,
chronically ill patients’ self-management is determined by
many personal and contextual factors, and considering the
small part of the variation in each of the self-management
aspects explained by the perceived quality of chronic ill-
ness care, there are indeed many other factors involved.

5.1. Strengths, limitations and further research

One of the strengths of this study lies in the use of
a nationwide representative sample of (medically diag-
nosed) chronically ill people. The distribution of the chronic
disease categories in our sample was similar to that of a
large nationwide database which contains the health data,
including the medical diagnoses of chronic diseases, of
about 10% of the Dutch population (NIVEL’s Primary Care
Database [51]). This confirmed our confidence that our
sample is a good representation of the total population of
people with (somatic) chronic illness in the Netherlands
and allowed us to assess to what extent high-quality
chronic illness care is implemented in the Netherlands.
Another strength of this study lies in the fact that we
examined several aspects of self-management instead of
solely focussing on the medical or lifestyle aspects of self-
management.

The most important limitation of this study is that it
is not clear whether receiving high-quality chronic ill-
ness care lets patients engage in more self-management
behaviour or whether more self-management behaviour,
better knowledge or confidence in this respect triggers
healthcare providers to deliver higher quality care. It will
probably be a combination of both. In addition, as the qual-
ity of chronic illness care is patient reported, it may be
that patients’ self-efficacy might impact their perception
of the quality of care. Furthermore, chronic illness care
and self-management were not assessed at the same time.
Both the healthcare providers involved and the perceived
quality of care were assessed 6 months prior to the assess-
ment of participants’ self-management. Since we examined
whether there would be support for the hypothesis, derived
from the Chronic Care Model, that the way chronic ill-
ness care is provided impacts on chronically ill patients’
self-management (and not the other way around), we con-
sider it acceptable that participants’ self-management was
assessed 6 months later than their report of the healthcare
providers involved in their care and their perceptions of
the quality of the care they received. Nevertheless, we can-
not draw any conclusions about causality in this respect,
as the design of our study does not allow to rule out the
alternative pathway described above. Longitudinal studies
are needed to further study the interaction between the
quality of chronic illness care and chronically ill patients’
self-management. Future research could also investigate
whether some elements of high-quality chronic illness care
have more impact on patients’ level of self-management
than other elements. Finally, it is recommended that more
research is carried out to study the effect of nurses’

involvement on the (perceived) quality of chronic illness
care, as it is important to know for further improvement of
chronic illness care in what way the involvement of nurses
contributes to a better quality of care.

5.2. Conclusion and practise implications

This study shows that the way chronic illness care
is provided is, to some extent, related to patients’ self-
management knowledge, skills, behaviour, and efficacy.
Helping patients understand their central role in managing
their illness, make informed choices and engage in healthy
behaviour is likely to improve chronically ill people’s level
of self-management. The Dutch health policy to improve
the quality of chronic illness care by increasing the role
of (practise and specialised) nurses in the care for people
with chronic diseases seems to be effective. However, it
is questionable whether the disease-specific approach of
the Dutch care standards and disease management pro-
grammes is appropriate to improve care for all people
with chronic illness, including those who suffer from less
prevalent chronic diseases, or from multi-morbidity. Com-
prehensive chronic illness care that starts from patients
individual goals, preferences and competencies (‘goal ori-
ented care’ [52]) instead of patients’ chronic disease type(s)
may be a promising way to improve the quality of chronic
illness care for all.
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