Clinical Practice Guidelines

This site is for primary care providers. Clinical or practice guidelines are "quality-improving strategies". Sackett, DL et al in Evidence-based Medicine define them as "user-friendly statements that bring together the best external evidence and other knowledge necessary for decision-making about a specific health problem. 

Good clinical guidelines have three properties. 

· First, ... they define practice questions and explicitly identify all their decision options and outcomes. 

· Second, they explicitly identify, appraise and summarize, in ways that are most relevant to decision-makers, the best evidence about prevention, diagnosis, prognosis, therapy, harm, and cost-effectiveness. 

· Third, they explicitly identify the decision points at which this valid evidence needs to be integrated with individual clinical experience in deciding on a course of action. Thus, the good ones don't tell you which decision to make, but identify the range of potential decisions and provide you with the evidence which, when added to your individual clinical judgment and your patient's values and expectations, will help you make your own decision in the best interest of your patient." 

There are three questions that must be answered before integrating "a guideline into the care of your patients,...for that implementation requires changes in your behavior..." 

· "Are the recommendations in this guideline valid? 

· Is this valid guideline or strategy potentially useful (or important)? 

· Should this guideline or strategy be applied in your practice?"

Evidence Based Medicine

Good guidelines come from evidence-based medicine (EBM), which is the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of current best evidence in making decisions about the care of individual patients. 

The five steps of EBM are: 

· convert clinical information needs into answerable questions; 

· track down the best evidence with which to answer them; 

· critically appraise that evidence for its validity (closeness to the truth) and usefulness (clinical applicability); 

· apply the results of this appraisal in clinical practice; 

· evaluate your clinical performance. 
EBM can address each of the five clinical objectives of: 

· achieving a diagnoses; 

· estimating a prognosis; 

· deciding on the best therapy; 

· determining harm; 

· providing care of the highest quality. 

Evidence-Based Medicine: What it is and what it isn't 

· Evidence-based medicine is neither old-hat nor impossible to practice. 

· Evidence-based medicine is not "cook-book" medicine. 

· Evidence-based medicine is not cost-cutting medicine. 

· Evidence-based medicine is not restricted to randomised trials and meta-analyses. 

An excellent resource for EBM is the Users' Guides to the Medical Literature by the Evidence Based Medicine Working Group. The series was published in JAMA 1993-2000 (bibliography) and is available from Centres of Health Evidence (CHE) 

· Are the results of the study valid? 

· What are the results? 

· Will they help me in caring for my patients? 

The User's Guides puts emphasis on integrative studies, including systematic overviews, practice guidelines, decision analysis, and economic analysis. The Evidence Based Medicine Working Group recommends that resolving a clinical problem begins with a search for a valid overview or practice guideline as the most efficient method of deciding on the best patient care. 

Primary Care Clinical Practice Guidelines (or the National Guidelines Clearinghouse) would be one place to start. 

Guideline Development

There are three main methods of developing guidelines: - (New Zealand Guidelines Group - Definitions and References) 
· Explicit Evidence Based Guidelines define a population and the strength and weakness of the data are made clear. 

· Evidence Based Guidelines also describe the strength of the evidence and try to separate opinion from evidence. 

· Consensus Guidelines is the most common method of guideline development. Also known as global subjective agreement of experts. 
Persons and Beck believe that consensus guidelines are a bad idea: 

· The consensus guideline is founded on expert opinion and experts can be wrong 

· The expert opinion guideline methodology teaches clinicians to rely on experts, not empirical findings 

· The expert opinion guideline does not distinguish between clinical questions for which data are available and clinical questions for which no data are available 
--Persons JB, Beck AT. Should clinicians rely on expert opinion or empirical findings? (editorial) Am J Man Care 1998 (Jul);4(7):1051-1054. [PubMed] 

This site will include all guidelines, evidence-based, consensus, practice parameters, protocols, as well as other resources such as primary articles, integrative studies, meta-analysis, critically appraised topics, review articles, etc. You will always need to answer three questions for any guideline or resource that you use -- 

Is this guideline valid, important, and applicable in your practice? 
The Users' Guide to the Medical Literature: How to Use a Clinical Practice Guideline and other resources listed here will help you find the answer. 
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