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Abstract
In 2005 the World Health Organisation (WHO) asked its Advisory Committee on Health Research
(ACHR) for advice on ways in which WHO can improve the use of research evidence in the
development of recommendations, including guidelines and policies. The ACHR established the
Subcommittee on the Use of Research Evidence (SURE) to collect background documentation and
consult widely among WHO staff, international experts and end users of WHO recommendations
to inform its advice to WHO. We have prepared a series of reviews of methods that are used in
the development of guidelines as part of this background documentation. We describe here the
background and methods of these reviews, which are being published in Health Research Policy and
Systems together with this introduction.

Background
In May of 2005 the 58th World Health Assembly passed a
resolution requesting the Director-General "to undertake
an assessment of WHO's internal resources, expertise and
activities in the area of health research, with a view to develop-
ing a position paper on WHO's role and responsibilities in the
area of health research, and to report through the Executive
Board to the next World Health Assembly." Related to these
resolutions, WHO has asked the Advisory Committee on
Health Research (ACHR) for advice on ways in which
WHO can improve the use of research evidence in the
development of recommendations, guidelines and poli-
cies.

The ACHR established a subcommittee to collect back-
ground documentation and consult widely among WHO
staff, international experts and end users of WHO recom-
mendations to inform this advice. The advice will focus

on processes to ensure that WHO's recommendations are
well informed by the best available research evidence.
These processes range from how WHO sets priorities for
the development of recommendations to how its recom-
mendations are disseminated and implemented, includ-
ing recommendations developed at WHO headquarters in
Geneva, at its regional offices and in countries.

WHO from its inception has focused on research, which is
mandated in its constitution, and has been a leading
player in the global effort to strengthen ties between
research and health development.

Given WHO's position as the world's leading public
health agency, it is essential that the organisation, its lead-
ers and its governing body ensure that its recommenda-
tions and actions are as well informed as possible by the
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best available research evidence. WHO has strived to do
this for over 50 years with much success.

However, major new developments have occurred since
WHO was established that have led governments around
the world to reconsider the methods that they use to
ensure that decisions about health care and public health
are well informed by research evidence. This reflection
and subsequent changes in how recommendations about
health are developed have been driven by recognition of
gaps between available research evidence and what is
done in practice, variations in practice and outcomes, con-
cerns about the quality of health care, and rising health
care costs.

Increasingly governments, professional and consumer
organisations are demanding more rigorous processes to
ensure that health decisions are well informed by the best
available research evidence. The processes, in contrast
with traditional approaches that rely heavily on the opin-
ions of experts, demand systematic and transparent
approaches to access, synthesise and interpret research
evidence; and to integrate that evidence with the other
information, values and judgements to formulate recom-
mendations. The need for more rigorous processes is
underscored by evidence of inconsistencies between the
available evidence and expert recommendations [1,2],
insufficient use of the available evidence [3,4], and other
insufficiencies in how guidelines and recommendations
are developed [5-12]. Similar criticisms have been raised
and calls have been made for better use of research evi-
dence for health care management and policy making, as
well [13-15].

WHO has the opportunity and the mandate to capitalise
on these advances and to assist its member states to do so.
This is essential to ensure that decisions about health are
well informed by research evidence, and that these deci-
sions lead to effective, efficient and equitable actions
towards achieving WHO's goal: the attainment by all peo-
ples of the highest possible level of health.

As part of the background documentation to inform
ACHR's advice to WHO we have prepared a series of
reviews on the following topics:

• Guidelines for guidelines [16]

• Priority setting [17]

• Group composition and consultation process [18]

• Managing conflicts of interest [19]

• Group processes [20]

• Determining which outcomes are important [21]

• Deciding what evidence to include [22]

• Synthesis and presentation of evidence [23]

• Grading evidence and recommendations [24]

• Integrating values and consumer involvement [25]

• Incorporating considerations of cost-effectiveness,
affordability and resource implications [26]

• Incorporating considerations of equity [27]

• Adaptation, applicability and transferability [28]

• Reporting guidelines [29]

• Disseminating and implementing guidelines [30]

• Evaluation [31]

We have used the term 'guidelines' broadly to include a
wide range of recommendations that WHO makes,
including clinical, public health and health policy recom-
mendations. Although much of the literature that we have
reviewed has focused on clinical practice guidelines, we
have tried to incorporate corresponding literature for pub-
lic health guidelines and health policy recommendations.

The reviews are not full systematic reviews, although we
have aimed to be reasonably systematic and transparent
about the methods we have used and the basis for the rec-
ommendations that we have made. For each review we
began with a series of key questions that were vetted
amongst the authors and the ACHR Subcommittee on the
Use of Research Evidence (SURE). The first author of each
review conducted searches for relevant literature and pre-
pared the first draft. The search strategies that were used
are summarised in each review. We did not always con-
duct exhaustive reviews. We tried first to identify existing
systematic reviews that addressed the questions that we
asked and, secondarily, if we did not find a systematic
review, relevant methodological research. When there was
a paucity of research, we have also included some descrip-
tive literature or, in some cases, evidence that was not
directly related to guidelines development.

Each review includes short summaries of what WHO and
other organisations are doing, our key findings in rela-
tionship to each of the questions that we asked, a discus-
sion of those findings and some suggestions for further
work that is needed. Our answers to the key questions that
we asked are summarised in the abstract of each review.
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A draft of each review was first discussed and revised by
the authors. The reviews were also circulated to the ACHR
SURE members and discussed by the subcommittee. After
peer review the articles were revised by the authors and
updated if necessary. We are grateful to the editors of
Health Research Policy and Systems for agreeing to publish
these papers in their journal. In addition to benefiting
from their editorial support, this has enabled us to take
advantage of the BioMed Central's open peer review sys-
tem to help ensure the quality of our reviews and advice.
We also believe that these reviews are of wide interest to
other organisations and individuals that are responsible
for developing guidelines or health policy.

In addition to this series of reviews that is being published
in Health Research Policy and Systems, we have conducted
reviews of what WHO is currently doing, using both doc-
ument analyses and interviews and we have conducted a
survey of initiatives around the world that support the use
of research evidence in developing guidelines or health
policy. We have referred to these reports, which are being
published separately, where relevant in the reviews in this
series.

Preliminary advice from the ACHR has already been dis-
cussed with the leadership of WHO. It has been positively
received and, to some extent, is being acted upon already.
Before delivering our final report and advice to WHO, we
will consult with a reference panel and others within and
outside of WHO. We look forward to working with WHO
to help implement this advice. We hope that it will assist
WHO to better serve its member states by ensuring that its
recommendations are well-informed by the best available
research evidence, and by enabling those responsible for
making decisions to make well-informed choices.
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