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Abstract

Introduction

In urban areas, crowded HIV treatment facilities with long patient wait times can deter

patients from attending their clinical appointments and picking up their medications, ulti-

mately disrupting patient care and compromising patient retention and adherence.

Methods

Formative research at eight facilities in Lusaka revealed that only 46% of stable HIV treat-

ment patients were receiving a three-month refill supply of antiretroviral drugs, despite it

being national policy for stable adult patients. We designed a quality improvement interven-

tion to improve the operationalization of this policy. We conducted a cluster-randomized

controlled trial in sixteen facilities in Lusaka with the primary objective of examining the inter-

vention’s impact on the proportion of stable patients receiving three-month refills. The sec-

ondary objective was examining whether the quality improvement intervention reduced

facility congestion measured through two proxy indicators: daily volume of clinic visits and

average clinic wait times for services.

Results

The mean change in the proportion of three-month refills among control facilities from base-

line to endline was 10% (from 38% to 48%), compared to a 25% mean change (an increase

from 44% to 69%) among intervention facilities. This represents a significant 15% mean dif-

ference (95% CI: 2%-29%; P = 0.03) in the change in proportion of patients receiving three-
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month refills. On average, control facilities had 15 more visits per day in the endline than in

the baseline, while intervention facilities had 20 fewer visits per day in endline than in base-

line, a mean difference of 35 fewer visits per day (P = 0.1). The change in the mean facility

total wait time for intervention facilities dropped 19 minutes between baseline and endline

when compared to control facilities (95% CI: -10.2–48.5; P = 0.2).

Conclusion

A more patient-centred service delivery schedule of three-month prescription refills for sta-

ble patients is viable. We encourage the expansion of this sustainable intervention in Zam-

bia’s urban clinics.

Introduction

The global HIV response continues to evolve as the quality of diagnostics and antiretroviral

drugs improve and become increasingly accessible to a growing number of patients worldwide

[1–3]. Addressing the HIV epidemic in cities is a global priority, with the rapid urbanization

in Africa and Asia, home to 83% of all people living with HIV [4]. Many countries in sub-Saha-

ran Africa, including Zambia, are shifting from an emergency response to HIV towards a lon-

ger-term sustainable response with increased attention on efficiency, effectiveness, and quality

of care. HIV programs seek to identify patients as soon as possible after infection, offer them

the best antiretroviral drugs available, and provide the routine clinical, psychosocial and diag-

nostic services they need for their long-term health. Expanded HIV treatment eligibility crite-

ria, and these improvements in access to drugs and diagnostics has led to a growing number of

patients on antiretroviral treatment in Zambia and elsewhere [5].

Treatment programs do face challenges, however, when patient volumes at the health facil-

ity outpace the growth of the health workforce available to care for them and the health facility

infrastructure to accommodate them. Particularly in urban areas such as Zambia’s capital city,

Lusaka, the result can be crowded facilities with long patient wait times [6], which can be

deterrents for patients to attend their clinical appointments and pick up their medications [7–

13]. Whereas in rural areas, patients struggle more with having to walk long distances to get to

a health facility, patients in cities such as Lusaka typically travel a shorter distance to reach the

health facility, but struggle once they arrive with crowds and long wait times. Facility conges-

tion can, ultimately, disrupt patient care and compromise patient retention and adherence.

As the methods to improve facility congestion are multi-faceted, formative research was

necessary to develop a contextually appropriate intervention. Therefore, we first performed

formative research to get at the root causes of HIV treatment clinic congestion. We used these

findings to design an intervention to address the root causes, and then performed a cluster-

randomized controlled trial to determine the impact of the intervention on HIV treatment

clinic congestion. Our primary objective was to examine the impact of a quality improvement

intervention on the proportion of stable patients receiving three-month refills. The secondary

objective was examining whether the intervention reduced facility congestion measured

through two proxy indicators: daily volume of clinic visits and average clinic wait times for ser-

vices. We hypothesized that the intervention would increase fidelity to the three-month refill

policy, leading to reduced patient wait times and smaller patient load, and ultimately improved

patient retention and health outcomes. After ascertaining the impact of the intervention, we

Cluster randomized trial of an HIV quality improvement intervention

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175534 April 18, 2017 2 / 14

for Infectious Disease Research in Zambia

(CIDRZ). Please contact Elizabeth McCarthy

(emccarthy@clintonhealthaccess.org) who will

lead the authorization process to make the data

available upon request.

Funding: This work was made possible through

funding support from UKAid/DFID of the UK

Government to the Clinton Health Access Initiative.

The study sponsor (DFID) did not have any role in

the study design; in the collection, analysis, and

interpretation of data, in the writing of the report; or

in the decision to submit the paper for publication.

The views expressed in this article are the opinions

of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the

official policies of DFID or the UK Government.

Competing interests: The authors have no

competing interests to declare.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175534
mailto:emccarthy@clintonhealthaccess.org


were able to recommend whether it should be expanded to the rest of Lusaka and other urban

areas of Zambia.

Materials and methods

Formative research

To inform the design of the intervention, we conducted formative research at eight randomly

selected ART clinics in Lusaka, Zambia, in November 2014 [14]. To document the client flow

and amount of time spent waiting for services, we directly observed patient wait time and time

spent receiving care at each clinic station for 80 adult ART patients (ten per facility). To under-

stand the pattern of refills for each facility, we reviewed ART registry records for 80 stable

patients (ten per facility) and examined the proportion of stable patients receiving one-month,

two-month, and three-month refills. A patient receiving a one-month supply of drugs would

be required to visit the facility twelve times a year to pick up their drugs. A patient receiving a

two-month supply would need six pharmacy visits, while a patient receiving a three-month

refill supply would need to visit the pharmacy four times a year. To be characterized as stable,

a patient must have been on first-line treatment for more than six months, have no health con-

ditions requiring clinical attention, and have not switched medication in the last three months.

To assess whether the proportion of three-month refills was associated with stockouts, we

obtained stockout history of antiretroviral drugs (ARVs) from medical store registers and

examined the stockout pattern vis-à-vis the proportion of stable patients receiving three-

month refills. As an exploratory assessment, all analyses were descriptive and no statistical

tests were performed.

As of 2013, Zambia’s national policy has been to give a three-month supply of antiretroviral

drugs to stable HIV treatment patients, in line with the World Health Organization’s policy of

multi-month prescriptions for stable patients [2, 15]. Nonetheless, we found that three-month

refills were not being given to many eligible patients. An average of only 46% of stable patients

across the eight facilities received a three-month supply of ARVs, with wide variation across

sites (between 8% and 70%).

We found that almost half (47.5%) of all patients at the facility were there only to refill their

prescription at the pharmacy. These “refill” patients spent an average of one hour and 34 min-

utes from the first encounter in the registration area to departure, not including additional

time spent waiting to be called to the registration desk (registered) before their appointment.

Given the challenges of clinic congestion to Lusaka’s patient population, and the existence

of a national policy that, if adhered to, could decrease the number of times in a year that a

patient needed to return to the clinic, we designed a quality improvement (QI) intervention in

consultation with the Lusaka District health team to improve the operationalization of the

three-month drug refill policy. Evidence in support of QI interventions to improve HIV treat-

ment services comes from places such as Canada and Ethiopia where systems-level approaches

have been taken to improve health service delivery [16, 17].

Intervention description

The intervention package included several components that empowered district health officers

and facility in-charges with support, guidance and tools to ensure stock availability and appro-

priate antiretroviral drug dispensing practices. All study sites (control and intervention alike)

received a policy memo directing staff to follow the MOH policy to provide three-month

refills. All study sites received support from the Lusaka District Medical Office (DMO) in

stock planning to meet the expected initial surge in the demand for drug stocks (S3 File).

Cluster randomized trial of an HIV quality improvement intervention
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A key element that existed at the intervention facilities and not the control facilities was a

quality improvement officer. An existing member of staff at each intervention facility was

assigned as a QI officer for that facility; their mandate was to support the provision of three-

month refills. They were equipped with guidance materials and checklists to administer at

each facility at the beginning of the intervention (S4 File) and on a weekly basis thereafter (S5

File). The QI officers used the materials to monitor drug and lab stock levels, ensure health

care worker implementation of the three-month refill policy, record and troubleshoot chal-

lenges faced by the facility, and communicate those to the district level for resolution. Inter-

vention facilities also received a job aide in the form of a poster targeted towards reminding

pharmacists of the three-month refill policy and taking away the decision-making step at the

time of drug dispensation (S1 File); the full amount was to be given or the reason why it was

not possible was to be discussed with the QI officer.

A district-level intervention manager was appointed from within the existing staff at the

Lusaka DMO to resolve those challenges beyond the QI officers’ capability. The intervention

manager visited intervention sites weekly and reviewed checklists completed by the QI officers

weekly. The intervention manager and QI officers were provided with training, funds for

transport and troubleshooting, and a small monthly stipend. Trainings occurred on January

29, 2015, and the intervention began at facilities on February 1, 2015.

The intervention ran for three months at an average of $475 per month per facility (based

on the Zambia Kwacha translated to US Dollar prices at the 180-day average exchange rate at

July 1, 2015 of ZMW 7.0607) (S2 File). The majority (69%) of the costs were operational and

included communication, transport, printing, fuel, and flexible funds for facility implementa-

tion (used at the discretion of the facility to address observed delivery challenges). The next

largest cost category (30%) was QI officer and intervention manager incentives, followed by a

small expenditure (1%) for training costs.

Trial design

We designed a cluster-randomized controlled trial (cRCT). As mentioned above, the primary

objective was to examine the impact of the quality improvement intervention on the propor-

tion of stable patients receiving three-month refills. The secondary objective was examining

whether the QI intervention reduced facility congestion measured through two proxy indica-

tors: daily volume of clinic visits and average clinic wait times for services.

Sampling and randomization. Primary sampling units for the cRCT were public sector

ART facilities within Lusaka District not currently engaged in another study or intervention.

Facilities were excluded if they were private or not using SmartCare, the MOH electronic med-

ical records system that maintains detailed patient records of all ART and pre-ART patients of

participating health facilities in Lusaka District, including patient history, historical appoint-

ment records, clinical results, lab results, and prescription history [18].

The study population within selected facilities was stable, HIV-infected adult treatment

patients. Stable patients were defined as those that were on first-line HIV treatment drug regi-

mens as recommended by the MOH [15], had been on treatment and consistently retained for

more than six months as of October 1, 2014, and had no other health conditions (e.g., opportu-

nistic infections) requiring attention of a clinician. Such patients were eligible for a three-

month refill as outlined in Zambia’s 2014 HIV Treatment Guidelines [15].

Sixteen facilities were necessary to properly power the study. With an average of 2,300

patients per facility and a 20% potential for missing records, we had an 84% power (β = 0.84)

and 95% confidence interval (CI) (α = 0.05) to detect a difference of 17% or more in the change

in the proportion of patients receiving three-month refills from baseline to endline in the

Cluster randomized trial of an HIV quality improvement intervention
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intervention group against the change in the control group. For the sample size calculation, we

used June 2014 data to estimate the parameters, a change of five percent in the control group,

and assumed that all eligible patient records would be acquired [19]. Without a pre-defined

rho estimate, we considered 0.1 as a reasonable value based on current scholarship [20]. All

estimates were checked once baseline data was gathered.

Eligible facilities were each assigned a computer-generated random number by the study

team using Excel, out of which the 16 facilities with the lowest random number were selected.

The proportion of patients receiving three-month refills was then calculated for each facility

and sorted in descending order. Facilities were then pair-matched with the closest proportion

value. Facilities within each pair were again assigned a computer-generated random number

and selected the lowest number within a pair to the intervention. Facilities were not blinded to

their status as an intervention or control site.

Data collection

The baseline period was October 1—December 31, 2014, and the endline period was February

1—April 30, 2015. De-identified ART registry data from all participating facilities was collected

from SmartCare on a rolling basis to include patient data from October 2014—April 2015.

Patient visit times were collected once during baseline and once during endline via time-

motion observations at each facility. Trained data collectors visited each facility and recorded

on a paper form the arrival and departure time of randomly identified adult patients as they

moved among clinic stations during their clinic visit. This allowed the calculation of both wait

time and service time for each tracked patient. Patients were selected through systematic ran-

dom sampling until the facility sample size was achieved. Patients were not aware of the data

collection.

Stock data were collected at each study facility from October 2014—April 2015. Data collec-

tors visited each study facility between May 1—May 15, 2015 and used camera phones to pho-

tograph the stock balance card for each first-line drug to provide a continuous count of the

number of tablets in stock at the facility for the duration of the study period. The data from the

stock card photographs were entered into a database, providing insight into stock replenish-

ment frequency, stock-out frequency and duration, and first-line treatment volumes.

For patient visit time, facility characteristics and stock data, baseline data were collected

from February 1 to 15, 2015. Endline data were collected from April 20—May 5, 2015. The

data were collected as cross-sectional segments at baseline and endline for all facilities; partici-

pants were not followed over time.

Outcomes

The primary outcome was the change in the proportion of stable ART patients receiving three-

month refills from baseline to endline, calculated as the absolute difference in the change of

the proportion of patients receiving three-month refills among stable patients between inter-

vention and control facilities. Under the SmartCare electronic record system, this primary out-

come was defined as the stable patients who attended at least one appointment and ever

received a three-month refill during a three-month period (baseline and endline). We catego-

rized a three-month prescription as those patients who received the appropriate number of

tablets needed for 90 days as per their prescribed regimen. For example, a fixed-dose combina-

tion requires one tablet per day, so the patient would have received 90 pills for three months. If

the prescription required two tablets per day, a three-month prescription would be 180 tablets.

Secondary outcomes included: 1) the change in patient wait time, measured as the absolute

difference in the average patient wait time from the triage nursing station to exiting the facility

Cluster randomized trial of an HIV quality improvement intervention
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between intervention and control facilities; and 2) the change in daily patient load, measured

as the absolute difference in the change in average daily number of patients attending interven-

tion and control facilities. Wait time was defined as the number of minutes between leaving

one station and when a patient was called at the next station. Daily patient load was calculated

using appointment history as recorded in SmartCare during the baseline and endline periods.

Facility first line ARV stock levels, assessed by the number and duration of stock-outs or

low stock incidents in each of the baseline and intervention periods, were measured as a spe-

cific factor enabling intervention success. Facility stock levels were also measured as an explor-

atory outcome.

Statistical analysis

Baseline differences in facility-level characteristics between the two arms were described using

t-tests. Any factors that differed at baseline were considered for the adjusted analyses; regard-

less, final factors included in the analysis were those that were theoretically thought to be con-

founders between the intervention and outcome.

As estimates of the proportion of stable patients receiving three-month refills were used to

match; matching efficiency was assessed using baseline data from the three month-period of

October to December 2014 to determine whether the pair-matched analysis was appropriate.

Matching was deemed efficient if the pairwise correlation on three-month refills was signifi-

cantly greater than 0.2 [21, 22]. After initial assessment, the matching was not significantly

greater than 0.2, and therefore, matching was not kept during the analysis.

For the primary outcome, we calculated mean change in the proportion of patients receiv-

ing three-month refills between baseline and endline for each facility (i.e. cluster summary of

change). For the secondary outcomes, the absolute difference in the change in wait times

between the intervention and control facilities (difference-in-differences) was conducted.

Additionally, after considering baseline data, analysis examining the change in the ratio of the

wait time to processing time for the intervention group was included.

For both the primary and secondary outcomes, we ran analyses using facility-level sum-

mary measures, recognized as the most robust analysis method given the small number of clus-

ters per arm (<10) and the fact that the data was cross-sectional at the facility level [23]. For

the primary outcome, we calculated the mean change between baseline and endline for each

facility (i.e., cluster summary of change). We then calculated weighted and unweighted pooled

summary measures of change for each arm. To compare these summary measures of change

between the two arms we used unweighted t-tests (difference-in-difference). We tested the

robustness of the t-test by performing ln-transformed unweighted t-tests and non-parametric

comparisons. Additionally, to adjust for covariates, we conducted t-tests on the residuals of

our outcomes resulting from generalized linear regression models. The linear regressions pre-

dicted the change in our outcome dependent on our theoretical confounders and excluded our

intervention and facility-level clustering. The residuals from this model were then summarized

per facility and compared using t-tests [23]. We considered weighting the cluster summaries

for the t-tests, however there is no clear consensus on how best to apply weights to account for

the variance of the clusters when analyzing the change at the facility-level from cross-sectional

repeated measures [19, 24]. Additionally, if there are few clusters and rho is not precisely calcu-

lated, the use of weights may actually result in a loss of efficiency and potentially incorrect con-

clusions. Given the lack of accuracy when constructing weights, unweighted tests were selected

for the final analysis.

For the secondary outcome, we similarly completed a comparison of the absolute difference

in the change in wait times between the intervention and control facilities. Additionally, based

Cluster randomized trial of an HIV quality improvement intervention

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175534 April 18, 2017 6 / 14

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175534


on discussions of the baseline data, we included an analysis examining the change in the ratio

of the wait time to processing time for the intervention group.

As a final sensitivity test for all outcomes, we also ran multi-level analyses examining the

relation between the intervention and individual outcomes at endline accounting for facility-

level characteristics (i.e., baseline values) using generalized estimation equations (GEE).

To examine whether stock levels impacted the ability of health facilities to provide three-

month refills, stock levels were descriptively analysed continuously over the duration of the

study period for each first-line drug. We also tabulated incidents of stock-outs, defined as

when the stock level for a particular drug was zero for two or more days.

All quantitative analyses were conducted in Stata, version 13.

Ethical considerations and trial registration

This study received approval on September 19, 2014, from Excellence in Research Ethics and

Science (ERES) Converge IRB, a private institutional review board in Lusaka, Zambia (S1 Pro-

tocol). The amended protocol received approval on January 19, 2015 (S2 Protocol). For all

forms of data collection where direct interaction with participants was involved, including the

interviews and focus groups, written informed consent was obtained prior to data collection.

As approved by the IRB, informed consent was not obtained for participation in the study

related to the primary analysis of proportion of patients receiving 3-month refills, or secondary

analysis of patient wait times since patients received care from health workers from the facility

performing routine care functions. Further, primary analyses were conducted using de-identi-

fied patient data aggregated to the facility level, the unit of randomization, and therefore no

informed consent from individual patients was required. This study was retrospectively (due

to oversight of the requirement at the time of enrolment) registered with the Pan African Clin-

ical Trial Registry (PACTR) on August 4, 2015 under identification number

PACTR2015008001148419. The authors confirm that there are not any ongoing or related tri-

als requiring registration.

Results

Twenty-seven public facilities in Lusaka were assessed for eligibility. Three facilities were

excluded because the proportion of patients receiving three-month refills estimated from June

2014 data exceeded 80%. An additional three facilities were excluded because they were

enrolled in another HIV service-delivery study. Of the remaining 21 facilities, 16 were ran-

domly selected for the study and pair-matched based on their estimated proportion of patients

on three-month refills (Fig 1).

In baseline, data from 9,470 stable patients in control sites and 8,258 in intervention sites

were analysed. Patient and facility characteristics were not significantly different between

groups in either the baseline or endline, as evidenced by the t-test p-values in Table 1. Twenty

patients from each facility during the baseline and endline data collection were included in the

analysis of patient visit time.

Impact of intervention on three-month refills

The mean change in the proportion of three-month refills among control facilities from base-

line to endline was 10% (from 38% to 48%), compared to a 25% mean change (an increase

from 44% to 69%) among intervention facilities. This represents a significant 15% mean differ-

ence (95% CI: 2%-29%; P = 0.03) in the change in proportion of patients receiving three-

month refills (Table 2).

Cluster randomized trial of an HIV quality improvement intervention
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Fig 1. Trial profile.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175534.g001

Table 1. Baseline and endline characteristics of facilities by treatment group.

Baseline Endline

Control Intervention t-test p-value Control Intervention t-test p-value

Adult ART Facility Patient Population

Total Number of Active ART Patients 32,762 30,541 41,824 32,358

Total Number of Stable ART Patients 9,470 8,258 9,633 7,879

Adult ART Patients, ALL *

Per facility, mean 4,095 3,818 0.80 5,228 4,044 0.38

Visits per day per facility, mean 311 286 0.72 334 269 0.37

Adult ART Patients, Stable *

Per facility, mean 1,184 1,032 0.63 1,204 984 0.49

Visits per day per facility, mean 41 35 0.57 41 29 0.22

Human Resources, Mean Staff Number by cadre per facility*†

Registered Nurse (3 years of training) 2 3 0.44

Enrolled Nurses (2 years of training) 5 3 0.11

Clinical Officers 2 3 0.70

Doctors 1 1 0.40

Pharmacists 2 3 0.48

Lab Staff 2 3 0.73

*All means rounded to the nearest integer in reference to patients
† Human resources data was assumed to not change significantly over the eight-month observation period and therefore were collected at the end of the

study; this assumption was programmatically confirmed.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175534.t001
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Though significant differences in facility-level factors at baseline were not found, theoretical

confounders at baseline (e.g. patient visit to health care worker ratio and average stock outs)

were examined and could explain some of the differences in the primary outcome. Considering

our total sample size was 16 facilities, covariate-adjusted t-tests were performed rather than

regressions as considered the more robust analysis. As shown in Table 2, focusing on the sig-

nificant differences in the residuals between our treatment arms, we found that the 95% confi-

dence intervals crossed the null value of 1.0 in all three models and were thus not significant.

The ln-transformed analysis, multi-level regression model (GEE) and non-parametric tests

were used to assess the robustness of the result of the primary analyses. The results of these

sensitivity analyses similarly found differences between the change in three-month refills

between the intervention and control group. As the inference from these findings did not vary

from the primary analysis, data from these models are not shown.

Impact of intervention on volume of clinic visits

On average, control facilities had 15 more visits per day in the endline than in the baseline,

while intervention facilities had 20 fewer visits per day in endline than in baseline, which sug-

gests that the intervention was associated with a mean difference of 35 fewer visits per day

(Table 3). However, this was a non-significant result (P = 0.1). For the covariate-adjusted t-

test, we adjusted for daily patient visit to health care worker ratio at baseline to account for

varying facility size and resources.

Impact of intervention on patient wait time

Patient wait time generally decreased throughout the course of the intervention at intervention

sites. In comparison, the wait time for the control facilities increased throughout the course of

Table 2. Impact of intervention on proportion of stable patients on 3-month refills: Model results using cluster summaries.

Model Estimate interpretation Test Estimate Lower

CL

Upper

CL

Primary Difference in the mean change between

intervention and control

Unpaired t-test using unweighted cluster summaries 0.15 0.02 0.29

2 Difference in the mean residuals of change Unpaired t-test adjusting for average visit to HCW ratio* 0.29 -0.85 1.42

3 Difference in the mean residuals of change Unpaired t-test adjusting for average number of stock-outs† 0.13 -1.01 1.28

4 Difference in the mean residuals of change Unpaired-test adjusting for average visit to HCW ratio and

average number of stock-outs

0.27 -0.86 1.39

*Average visit to HCW ratio is the average number of patient visits per day per healthcare worker at the facility
†Average number of stock-outs is average number of days per month that the stock balance for any first line drug is 0 for more than 1 day and stock data is

not missing

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175534.t002

Table 3. Impact of intervention on the change in daily patient visits: Model results using cluster summaries.

Estimate interpretation Method Estimate Lower

CL

Upper

CL

Primary Mean difference between intervention and control in the change in

number of daily patient visits between baseline and endline

Unpaired t-test using unweighted

cluster summaries

-35.6 -79.7 8.6

2 Difference in the mean residuals of change Modeling Residuals, baseline

average visit to HCW ratio*
0.2 0.15 0.38

*Average visit to HCW ratio is the average number of patient visits per day per healthcare worker at the facility

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175534.t003
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the intervention. As a result, the change in the mean facility total wait time for intervention

facilities dropped 19 minutes between baseline and endline when compared to the change of

total wait time of the control facilities (95% CI: -10.2–48.5; P = 0.2). However, this result was

non-significant. To account for the varying facility size and resources, we adjusted for average

daily patient load and pharmacy staff at baseline. All results demonstrated a similar positive

but non-significant trend.

Impact of intervention on stock

The facilities that were part of the study varied greatly in size and number of visits per month,

but these data suggest that stock challenges may not be as large of an issue as perceived. Stock

data was analysed to identify whether intervention rollout led to stock challenges. In the inter-

vention months of February to April, stock levels decreased, but not to below pre-intervention

levels.

Discussion

Based on the evaluation results, we consider this to be both an effective and sustainable inter-

vention that could be expanded to the rest of Lusaka and other urban areas of Zambia. In

terms of cost and sustainability, we would expect on-going savings in per patient costs if the

intervention were scaled up to additional sites, primarily due to increased workforce efficiency.

Direct cost savings would likely accrue due to a reduction in health care worker time as stable

patients transition from twelve to four prescription refill visits each year, and health workers

have time available to reinvest within the facility. Indirect cost savings could also accrue as sta-

ble patients visit facilities less frequently each year, thus allowing for nurses and pharmacists to

increase annual patient volumes. This efficiency improvement could reduce the per patient

cost of overhead expenditure including facility-level training, clinical and non-clinical equip-

ment and supplies, vehicle and building maintenance and other miscellaneous administrative

recurring costs such as transport and security.

Future assessments to document the sustainability and the direct pathway from three-

month refills to decongestion would complement our results. While the outcomes were

selected to allow for a short-term impact evaluation, the three-month window of evaluation

allowed for limited measure of intervention sustainability.

Facilities were included in the randomization pool if they met the following criteria: 1) they

were not already participating as a study site in another research study, and 2) they collected

data with an electronic data system. These criteria narrowed the eligible pool of facilities to

only 21 a small number from which to draw 16 study facilities, limiting their randomness. Fur-

ther, whilst the protocol stated matched-pair analysis would be used to improve balance during

randomization, matching was not kept for our primary analysis based on poor efficiency and

evidence from similar RCT studies that broke the matches [21]. However, we did conduct the

pair-matched analysis to confirm the findings did not vary. Patient visit times may not have

been representative of the entire facility population; in order to improve the representativeness

of the sampled population, visit times were measured on at least three days per facility.

Conclusions

The UNAIDS global HIV treatment target of 90% diagnosed, 90% on treatment, and 90%

virally suppressed [25] is within reach for Zambia. With over ten years of experience providing

HIV services in the country, Zambia is actively addressing its implementation and service

delivery challenges, some of which are most relevant to its urban areas, notably clinic conges-

tion. Crowded HIV treatment facilities present challenges for both patients and health care
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providers. Larger crowds translate into longer wait times for patients and an uncomfortable

waiting environment. For health care workers, more patients to see means a longer day of clin-

ical care, sometimes requiring shorter visits per patient in order to get through the queue by

the time the facility closes. Less time per patient can compromise quality.

HIV programs are increasingly moving towards more patient-friendly service delivery: vis-

its for family consolidated into one rather than each member having a separate appointment

[26]; decentralizing HIV services to rural areas [27–30]; integrating HIV services into other

well-visit services such as childhood immunizations to streamline visits [31]; and community

members providing one another with drug pick-up and adherence support [12, 32, 33].

The results of this trial show that, in ART facilities within urban Lusaka, district- and facil-

ity-level quality improvement activities can increase adherence to the three-month prescrip-

tion refill policy outlined in the national HIV treatment guidelines [15]. A more patient-

centred service delivery schedule of three-month prescription refills for stable patients is a via-

ble step towards reducing congestion in crowded clinics, improving the patient experience,

improving retention and adherence, and ultimately improving clinical outcomes. We encour-

age the expansion of this sustainable intervention in Zambia’s urban clinics.
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