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Abstract

Background: Scientific knowledge is in constant change. The flow of new information requires a frequent
re-evaluation of the available research results. Clinical practice guidelines (CPGs) are not exempted from this
phenomenon and need to be kept updated to maintain the validity of their recommendations. The objective of
our review is to systematically identify, describe and assess strategies for monitoring and updating CPGs.

Study design and setting: We conducted a systematic review of studies evaluating one or more methods of
updating (with or without monitoring) CPGs or recommendations. We searched MEDLINE (PubMed) and The
Cochrane Methodology Register (The Cochrane Library) from 1966 to June 2012. Additionally, we hand-searched
reference lists of the included studies and the Guidelines International Network book of abstracts. If necessary, we
contacted study authors to obtain additional information.

Results: We included a total of eight studies. Four evaluated if CPGs were out of date, three updated CPGs, and
one continuously monitored and updated CPGs. The most detailed reported phase of the process was the
identification of new evidence. As opposed to studies updating guidelines, studies evaluating if CPGs were out of
date applied restricted searches. Only one study compared a restricted versus an exhaustive search suggesting that
a restricted search is sufficient to assess recommendations’ Validity. One study analyzed the survival time of CPGs
and suggested that these should be reassessed every three years.

Conclusions: There is limited evidence about the optimal strategies for monitoring and updating clinical practice
guidelines. A restricted search is likely to be sufficient to monitor new evidence and assess the need to update,
however, more information is needed about the timing and type of search. Only the exhaustive search strategy has
been assessed for the update of CPGs. The development and evaluation of more efficient strategies is needed to
improve the timeliness and reduce the burden of maintaining the validity of CPGs.
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Background
Scientific knowledge is in constant change, and new
information requires frequent assessment to determine
whether it changes the knowledge base [1]. A clinical
practice guideline (CPG) may be considered out of date
if it does not include all recent, valid, and relevant evi-
dence or does not reflect current clinicians’ experience
and patients’ values and preferences [2]. CPGs, hence,
need to be updated regularly to remain valid.
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Shekelle et al. evaluated the validity of a cohort of
CPGs [3]. Survival analysis indicated that 90% of CPGs
were still valid in 3.6 years, but 50% were out of date in
5.8 years [3]. Based on these results, most methodo-
logical handbooks for the development of CPGs propose
three years as a reasonable time frame to update their
guidelines [1,4].
In 2007, Moher et al. conducted a study about when

and how to update systematic reviews [5]. Although not
included in the objectives, the authors identified and
described several methods for updating CPGs. In their
conclusions the authors argue that the methodology for
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