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Contents: When the Guide to Community Preventive Services: Systematic Reviews and Evidence-Based
Recommendations (the Guide) is published in 2001, it will represent a significant national
effort in encouraging evidence-based public health practice in defined populations (e.g.,
communities or members of specific managed care plans). The Guide will make recom-
mendations regarding public health interventions to reduce illness, disability, premature
death, and environmental hazards that impair community health and quality of life. The
Guide is being developed under the guidance of the Task Force on Community Preventive
Services (the Task Force)—a 15-member, nonfederal, independent panel of experts.
Subject matter experts, methodologists, and scientific staff are supporting the Task Force
in using explicit rules to conduct systematic literature reviews of evidence of effectiveness,
economic efficiency, and feasibility on which to base recommendations for community
action. Contributors to the Guide are building on the experience of others to confront
methodologic challenges unique to the assessment of complex multicomponent interven-
tion studies with nonexperimental or nonrandomized designs and diverse measures of
outcome and effectiveness.
Persons who plan, fund, and implement population-based services and policies to improve
health at the state and local levels are invited to scrutinize the work in progress and to
communicate with contributors. When the Guide is complete, readers are encouraged to
consider critically the value and relevance of its contents, the implementation of interven-
tions the Task Force recommends, the abandonment of interventions the Task Force does
not recommend, and the need for rigorous evaluation of the benefits and harms of
promising interventions of unknown effectiveness.
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Introduction

The Guide to Community Preventive Services: System-
atic Reviews and Evidence-Based Recommendations
(the Guide), being prepared by the Task Force

on Community Preventive Services (the Task Force),
will provide public health practitioners and decision
makers with recommendations regarding population-
based interventions to promote health and to prevent
disease, injury, disability, and premature death in com-
munities. The Guide aims to promote evidence-based
public health practice in the United States. For this
reason, it has been described as the public health
companion to the Guide to Clinical Preventive Services,
which aims to promote evidence-based prevention for
individuals.1 Although the primary focus for the Guide
is on interventions that have been evaluated in indus-
trialized nations, audiences in developing nations also
might consider the information relevant to their needs.

The Task Force expects that the Guide will be useful
to practitioners (public health and clinical) and deci-

From the Division of Prevention Research and Analytic Methods
(Truman, Zaza), and the Office of Scientific and Health Communi-
cations (Smith-Akin), Epidemiology Program Office, Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, Atlanta, Georgia; Columbia Univer-
sity School of Nursing (Gebbie), New York, New York; National
Institutes of Health (Vogel-Taylor), Bethesda, Maryland.

The names and affiliations of the Task Force members are listed on
page v of this supplement and at http://www.thecommunityguide.org.

Address correspondence and reprint requests to: Benedict I.
Truman, MD, MPH, Epidemiology Program Office, MS-K73, Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, 4770 Buford Highway, Atlanta,
GA 30341. E-mail: bit1@cdc.gov.

Dr. Pappaioanou is currently with the Office of Global Health,
Centers for Disease Control, Atlanta, Georgia.

18 Am J Prev Med 2000;18(1S) 0749-3797/00/$–see front matter
© 2000 American Journal of Preventive Medicine PII S0749-3797(99)00124-5



sion makers for three reasons. First, most practitioners
and decision makers value scientific knowledge as a
foundation for health-related decision making. Second,
the scientific literature regarding a particular health
problem often is large, inconsistent, uneven in quality,
and sometimes inaccessible to many busy practitioners
who could put research findings into practice. Third, a
panel of experts with the time, experience, objectivity,
and opportunity to help interpret the content and
quality of the literature is seldom available to practitio-
ners for consultation on demand. Thus, an evidence-
based guide can help overcome these obstacles to
making the best use of what is known regarding a
public health problem and its potential solutions. This
article describes the Guide’s audience and purpose,
content and conceptual approach, methods and stan-
dards for developing evidence-based topics (chapters),
and plans for disseminating and implementing its
recommendations for public health action. Several
important definitions adopted by the Task Force are
given below:

Community: A group of individuals who share one or
more characteristics.

Community preventive service: An intervention (ac-
tivity) that prevents disease or injury or promotes
health in a group of persons.

Determinant: Causal factor hypothesized to affect
health outcomes; can include (1) demographic and
population (host) factors; (2) environmental factors
such as disease vectors or transmission agents (e.g.,
food or water); (3) social, economic, educational,
health care, cultural, or other systems; or (4) preventive
interventions.

Effectiveness: Improvement in health or behavioral
outcome produced by an intervention in a community
setting.

Evidence-based method: A strategy for explicitly link-
ing public health or clinical practice recommendations
to the underlying scientific evidence that demonstrates
effectiveness.

Health outcome: Measure of health or loss of health,
including (1) mortality—rates of death, years of poten-
tial life lost, quality adjusted life years gained, disability
adjusted life years lost; (2) morbidity—disease or injury
rates, infertility rates, disability, chronic pain, func-
tional status, psychiatric disorders, and so forth; and
(3) pregnancy and birth rates. Biologic markers and
behaviors are considered intermediate outcomes. Health
outcomes frequently are used to define both harmful
and beneficial health effects of specific population-
based prevention interventions.

Intermediate outcome: Variable that occurs in the
causal pathway between a determinant and the final
health outcome. Examples include: (1) levels of risk
behaviors; (2) rates of access to, usage of, and coverage
of preventive services; (3) physiologic measures (e.g.,
blood pressure or cholesterol); and (4) levels of envi-

ronmental exposures. In certain circumstances, one
health outcome leads to another health outcome; the
original health outcome, therefore, becomes an inter-
mediate outcome. Diabetes, for example, can lead to
cardiovascular disease or a sexually transmitted infec-
tion can lead to infertility.

Public Health Practitioners: Persons responsible for
providing public health services, regardless of the orga-
nization in which they work. This definition includes a
variety of occupational categories commonly employed
in public health agencies, managed care plans, commu-
nity health centers, and academic institutions. Persons
who occasionally contribute to public health activities
in the course of fulfilling other responsibilities are not
included under this term.28

The Guide’s Audience and Purpose

The Task Force has identified as its primary target
audience persons involved in planning, funding, and
implementing population-based services and policies to
improve health at the state and local levels.2 Such
persons could be those responsible for developing
policy or implementing programs in a variety of orga-
nizational contexts (e.g., health departments, managed
care plans, legislatures, academic centers, and commu-
nity coalitions). In health departments, legislatures,
and academic centers, users of the Guide could include
chief executives, program managers, administrators of
operating units, legislators and their staff, budget ana-
lysts, researchers, communications specialists, clini-
cians, and other categories of practitioners. In man-
aged care plans, benefits managers, purchasers of
prepaid services, medical directors, clinical staff, ad-
ministrators, and other practitioners of population-
based health care might reach for the Guide on a variety
of occasions. The news media and the general public
are also potential users of the Guide.

The purpose of the Guide is to provide needed
information to diverse audience members to support
their decisions on strategies, policies, and programs
that are most relevant, effective, and cost-effective for
their communities or enrolled populations.2 Local
health officers and medical directors of managed care
plans, for example, have a common interest in popula-
tion-based interventions. And in many program areas
(e.g., immunization) such leaders must make decisions
that affect individuals as well as populations. Users can
weigh the Guide’s recommendations, which are based
on completed research, against other factors such as
(1) the match between a community’s needs and
resources; (2) prior experience; (3) local preferences;
and (4) political will. Users can consult the Guide to
determine first, what the available body of scientific
evidence has demonstrated regarding the effectiveness
of interventions in studied communities; second, what a
panel of experts, who systematically examined that
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evidence and deliberated on its implications, has rec-
ommended regarding using those interventions to ad-
dress a community’s health problems; and third,
whether the studied populations are sufficiently similar
to their own circumstances of interest to justify accep-
tance of the recommendations and supporting
evidence.

During the field-testing of an early draft of the
chapter Vaccine-Preventable Diseases: Improving Vac-
cination Coverage in Children, Adolescents, and
Adults,3,4 focus-group participants observed that the
Guide’s original title led them to expect a manual on
implementing effective interventions. The Guide, how-
ever, is not a how-to manual or cookbook of interven-
tions, and the new subtitle (Systematic Reviews and
Evidence-Based Recommendations) makes that clear. To
determine how to implement an intervention, users
must seek additional details from other manuals, some
of which are cited in the Guide or the original studies of
the interventions reviewed.

Content and Rationale (Conceptual Approach)
Content of the Guide

The scope and organization of the Guide is described in
detail and justified elsewhere.5 Briefly, however, the
Task Force envisioned a Guide that would (1) encom-
pass Healthy People 20006 and 2010 priority areas7;
(2) have a broad scope of problem areas and related
interventions; (3) address risk behaviors with the larg-
est collective impact on health; and (4) address major
causes of ill health across the life span (i.e., children,
adults, and older adults). To put evaluated interven-
tions and their consequences into context, the front
matter of the Guide will include discussions regarding
the Context for Community Interventions, Methods for
Developing the Guide, and issues of Defining, Imple-
menting, Evaluating, and Monitoring Prevention.

In each of the 15 evidence-based topic areas, or
chapters, the Guide will:

● describe the importance of the health issue in terms
of community health burden,

● justify the selection of interventions that were
evaluated,

● present the evidence of effectiveness for each inter-
vention, and

● explain the link between the evidence of effective-
ness and the recommendations offered.

Together, the 15 chapters will present the results of
the systematic reviews of evidence on the effectiveness
of interventions and recommendations based on the
evidence. The recommendations for each topic area in
the Guide will be based primarily on evidence of the
effectiveness of interventions that have been evaluated
in empirical studies meeting or exceeding a minimum
standard of quality. The Task Force will consider other

reported effects (e.g., nonhealth, adverse, beneficial, or
unanticipated by the study interventionists) and other
characteristics of each intervention before making a
recommendation. Relevant characteristics include the
specific populations and practice settings in which the
interventions were evaluated, the results of economic
evaluations, and barriers to implementing the interven-
tions in other circumstances.

The Guide in its initial publication will be the first
installment of an evolving document; in fact, it is
neither comprehensive nor definitive. In the first vol-
ume of the Guide, such important topics as nutrition
have been deferred until a future publication because
of time and resource constraints. In addition, conclu-
sions based on completed research available at the
closing date of the systematic reviews might have to be
revised as new research findings become available in
the future.

Rationale for Developing the Guide

Optimism regarding the potential impact of the Guide
on community health and quality of life is based on a
presumed path of influence that links the Guide, im-
provements in public health practice, and a favorable
impact on the health status and quality of life for
communities. The presumed path of influence is as
follows:

● Both public and private partners involved in the
development process disseminate the Guide, using a
variety of complementary media and tailored
products.

● After carefully weighing all factors (e.g., community
and organization resources, policies, structure, and
capacity), decision makers engaged in delivering
personal and population-based preventive services
use or refer to relevant portions of the Guide. Com-
municators prepare and deliver messages regarding
which interventions might be given high priority by
local audiences of practitioners, advocates, and resi-
dents of particular communities. And selected inter-
ventions are integrated into service programs with
clearly defined objectives and dedicated resources.

● More widespread implementation of effective inter-
ventions, discontinuation of ineffective interventions,
and rigorous testing of promising interventions of
unknown effectiveness lead to improvements in pop-
ulation health status over the long term.

Conceptually, the Guide also will emphasize the im-
portance of four principles: (1) promoting evidence-
based public health policies and practices; (2) identify-
ing gaps in intervention research; (3) integrating
related public health initiatives at the level of the
community; and (4) addressing environmental and
ecosystem challenges. The importance of each princi-

20 American Journal of Preventive Medicine, Volume 18, Number 1S



ple in shaping the content of the Guide is explained in
the following section.

Promoting Evidence-Based
Public Health Policies and Practices

Policymakers must render value judgments regarding a
large array of public health problems and potential
solutions, in part by balancing competing demands for
action from interest groups and advocates. Knowing
what works, what does not work, and what has not been
fully documented, based on information compiled by
an impartial source, is a great benefit. The Guide will
serve as one such impartial source of policy-relevant
information. Instituting evidence-based public health
policies promotes focusing limited community re-
sources on the best practices for responding to the
highest priority problems.

The Institute of Medicine has observed that decision
making in public health often is driven by “...crises,
currently ‘hot’ issues, and concerns of organized inter-
est groups.”8 In theory, public health practitioners
incorporate scientific evidence of effectiveness while
making management decisions, developing policies,
and implementing programs. However, in practice,
these decisions often are heavily influenced by short-
term demands rather than long-term considerations;
consequently, policies and programs are frequently
developed around anecdotal evidence and expert opin-
ion rather than empirical evidence.9

Both personal health care and public health practice
are being moved in the direction of evidence-based
practice by the same influences. Some of those influ-
ences include public demands for accountability, com-
peting demands on limited resources, and a large and
growing evaluation literature in some topic areas. In
addition, both personal health care and public health
practice are simultaneously being affected by radical
changes in (1) the financing of health care, (2) public-
to-private shifts in responsibility for the delivery of
preventive services, and (3) the use of partnerships and
coalitions that cut across traditional boundaries of
clinical and population-based practice.10 Experience
with the Guide to Clinical Preventive Services has demon-
strated that having an impartial source of evidence-
based information can help policy makers make better
judgments regarding how to employ limited prevention
resources across a range of health problems and clini-
cal settings.11

The Task Force hopes this Guide will fulfill a compa-
rable role in the development and implementation of
population-based policies in a variety of community
settings and among beneficiaries of managed care
programs. Some of the reviewed interventions will be
shown to be effective and, therefore, should be encour-
aged. Others will have evidence of effectiveness that is
insufficient to make recommendations and are good

candidates for further study. And some interventions
will be found to be ineffective and, therefore, should be
discouraged. For example, in the chapter Vaccine-
Preventable Diseases: Improving Vaccination Coverage
in Children, Adolescents, and Adults, 10 of the 17
interventions assessed were shown to be effective, and 7
had insufficient evidence of effectiveness. The Guide
will provide policy makers and practitioners with an
evidence-based tool to assist in balancing decisions
between science and politics across a range of problems
and potential solutions.

Identifying Gaps in Intervention Research

In each chapter of the Guide, the Task Force will
identify important research gaps in the literature. Spe-
cifically, the Guide will highlight gaps in our knowledge
regarding the effectiveness of interventions that are
promising but untested or are in widespread use for
reasons of tradition or political expediency. For inter-
ventions with sufficient or strong evidence of effective-
ness, research gaps generally consisted of questions
regarding applicability in other populations, economic
consequences, implementation barriers, and opportu-
nities to improve technical efficiency. For interventions
with insufficient evidence of effectiveness, research
gaps consisted of questions regarding effectiveness,
other effects, and applicability in other populations.

Therefore, the Task Force offers its list of research
gaps as a starting point for deliberation among poten-
tial participants in a coordinated national effort to close
those research gaps. The Task Force also believes that
success in this collective enterprise would lead to a
more constructive integration of research agendas
among contributing institutions, minimize uncoordi-
nated or duplicated effort, and increase coverage of the
entire spectrum of research gaps, resulting in answers
to questions of high importance within a reasonable
time frame (e.g., 5 to 10 years).

The Task Force believes that funding and research
institutions should consider giving priority to closing
important research gaps identified in the Guide. Insti-
tutional collaborators in the Guide’s development have
already begun to express interest in closing research
gaps in a variety of ways. For example, in formulating
requests for proposals, federal agencies, philanthropic
foundations, and other organizations that use grants
and contracts to support population-based public
health practice and research, can give high priority to
particular elements of the research gaps. Individual
researchers can use the Guide as a resource for ques-
tions to pursue through investigator-initiated research
proposals. And graduate students and their thesis advi-
sors can seek from the Guide suitable questions for
doctoral and other graduate dissertations.
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Integrating Related Public Health Initiatives

The Guide will create new opportunities for developing
and sustaining relationships among public health initi-
atives. Moreover, the Guide will complement but not
duplicate other advisory public health documents. The
broad scope of the Guide, from the interventions aimed
at changing various risk behaviors (e.g., tobacco use,
physical inactivity, and seatbelt use) to interventions
aimed at reducing diseases, injuries, and impairments
(e.g., motor-vehicle injuries, vaccine-preventable dis-
eases, dental caries, and diabetes) will encourage deci-
sion makers and advocates for categorical prevention
programs to look across the spectrum of public health
initiatives in search of new alliances and new opportu-
nities for synergy and efficiency among categorical
programs. As an example of how the Guide relates to,
but is distinguishable from, other prominent public
health documents, we compare the Guide’s evidence-
based chapter on Vaccine-Preventable Diseases: Im-
proving Vaccination Coverage in Children, Adoles-
cents, and Adults with three other sources of related
information:

Complementing the Guide to Clinical Preventive Services:
This Guide to Community Preventive Services describes the
effectiveness of 17 interventions used to increase vacci-
nation coverage in a community and makes recommen-
dations regarding each based on the supporting body
of evidence. Each evaluated intervention is strongly
recommended on the basis of strong supporting evidence
of effectiveness, recommended on the basis of sufficient
supporting evidence of effectiveness, strongly not recom-
mended on the basis of strong supporting evidence of
ineffectiveness, or not recommended on the basis of
sufficient supporting evidence of ineffectiveness. Evalu-
ated interventions regarding which there is insufficient
evidence of effectiveness are ineligible to receive a Task
Force recommendation. Evidence of effectiveness is
considered insufficient to support a definitive recom-
mendation for a variety of reasons (e.g., too few studies
have been done, completed studies are of poor quality
or have yielded inconsistent results). Presumably, deci-
sion makers will give higher priority to a population-
based intervention that is strongly recommended
rather than one having a weaker recommendation. In
contrast, the Guide to Clinical Preventive Services evaluates
the effectiveness of vaccines in preventing disease and
recommends specific immunizations for healthy
individuals.

Implementing the concept of essential public health
services: The Guide provides useful information to
help public and private organizations implement many
of the essential public health services. In 1994, the
Public Health Functions Steering Committee identified
10 essential public health services that are required to
carry out the 3 core functions of public health—

assessment, policy development, and assurance—de-
scribed by the Institute of Medicine.8,10,12 These essen-
tial services have been used to guide statements of
organizational competency,13 analyze expenditures,14

and define program responsibilities.15 However, they
are not specific enough to direct choices among com-
peting options in a specific programmatic or preven-
tion area. The Guide’s focus is on encouraging effective
interventions, abandoning ineffective interventions,
and evaluating promising but unproven interventions,
and is directly relevant to 7 of the 10 essential services.

Achieving Healthy People 2010 Objectives: Healthy People
is the national prevention initiative that identifies op-
portunities to improve the health of all U.S. citizens.6,7

Each decade, beginning in 1979, the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services (DHHS) has coordi-
nated the development of national public health goals
and objectives. A draft for review and comment of
Healthy People 2010 was released in September 1998, and
the document is being revised. Measurable objectives
are being defined in many focus areas and selected
populations. January 2000 is the anticipated publica-
tion date for Healthy People 2010. The national Healthy
People 2010 objectives will have statewide and commu-
nity-specific counterparts, thus focusing on small area
variation and raising the need to understand differ-
ences in implementation of public health practices in
different geographic areas. The Guide provides a
means, by offering a menu of interventions from which
to construct an overall strategy, to achieve the objec-
tives outlined in Healthy People 2010. For example, in
one focus area of Healthy People 2010—Immunization
and Infectious Diseases, one objective aims to achieve
vaccination coverage of at least 90% among children
aged 19 to 35 months. The Guide’s chapter on Vaccine-
Preventable Diseases: Improving Vaccination Coverage
in Children, Adolescents, and Adults evaluated 17
interventions (7 strongly recommended, 3 recom-
mended, and 7 having insufficient evidence), each
aimed at achieving and maintaining vaccination coverage.

Addressing Environmental
and Ecosystem Challenges

Because environments (biological, physical, and socio-
cultural) and ecosystems (interdependent lives and
living conditions) surround health problems and their
determinants, this section of the Guide will draw atten-
tion to the potential advantages of comprehensive
approaches to solving multiple health problems at the
same time, in context. In addition to addressing impor-
tant physical and biological hazards elsewhere in the
Guide, one chapter will highlight the growing recogni-
tion of sociocultural determinants of community health
and individual quality of life. Social and cultural deter-
minants of community health include social class, race,
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ethnicity, politics, economics, religion, language, be-
liefs, values, and norms of behavior.16,17 The changing
demographic profile of many communities in the
United States and other industrialized countries, such
as the increasing proportions of residents who are
elderly, poor, and members of racial and ethnic minor-
ity groups, has increased the demand for information
regarding the relationship of elements of the social and
cultural environment to population health and quality
of life.18

Methods and Standards
Used in Developing the Guide

Since the first edition of the Guide to Clinical Preventive
Services was published in 1989 addressing individual
clinical services, many professional groups including
public health practitioners, managed care executives,
health care policy makers, and payers have expressed a
need for evidence-based recommendations to help
them select and implement population-based preven-
tive health services in varying topics of interest.12,19

Guide chapter development includes the following
substantive tasks:20

● developing a conceptual approach to the scope and
organization of a chapter;

● selecting interventions to be evaluated;
● searching for and retrieving evidence of effectiveness;
● assessing the quality and summarizing the body of

evidence of effectiveness;
● translating the body of evidence of effectiveness into

recommendations;
● considering information regarding other issues (e.g.,

economics, feasibility, and unintended adverse ef-
fects); and

● identifying and summarizing research gaps.

Supporting the Work of the Task Force

The Task Force, with support from DHHS staff, deter-
mined the scope, methods, and content of the Guide’s
recommendations and its dissemination plan. The
members live and work in many geographic regions of
the United States and practice a variety of health
specialties—infectious disease, chronic disease, envi-
ronmental health, maternal and child health, mental
health, substance abuse, primary health care, public
health, and others. Similarly, Task Force members
bring a variety of institutional perspectives to the
project—managed care, state and local health depart-
ments, and academia. Additional professionals involved
in many different scientific disciplines—behavioral,
social, and communication sciences; decision, eco-
nomic evaluation, and policy analysis; information sys-
tems; and management—also assist in the Guide devel-
opment process.

The Task Force also receives technical and opera-
tional advice from consultants with previous experience
on other guideline development efforts and from liai-
son representatives of federal agencies and professional
groups involved in public health.2 All DHHS agencies
with major health responsibilities and the U.S. Depart-
ments of Defense, Transportation, and Veterans Affairs
provide advice to the Task Force.

Finally, the day-to-day work of the Task Force is
coordinated by an interdisciplinary full-time staff of
scientists and administrators made available by the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The Sub-
stance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administra-
tion (SAMHSA) also made available the coordinating
scientist for chapters on Alcohol and Other Addictive
Drugs. Scientific disciplines represented among the staff
include behavioral science, economics, epidemiology,
internal medicine, pediatrics, preventive medicine, so-
ciology, and veterinary medicine. For each chapter of
the Guide, a staff scientist coordinates a multidisci-
plinary team, with input from subject-matter consult-
ants. The team conducts systematic literature reviews,
drafts recommendations, and then presents recom-
mendation options to the Task Force at regular meet-
ings which occur three to four times per year and are
open to the public.

Defining the Scope and Content of the Guide

Details of the process by which the Task Force decided
what topics should be included in the Guide are de-
scribed elsewhere.5 Briefly, however, the Task Force
developed a comprehensive list of topics and used an
iterative process to narrow the list down to what was
feasible, given personnel and time constraints. The
starting list of topics was compiled by expanding the
contents for Healthy People 2000 5 and giving promi-
nence to the nine risk behaviors (actual causes of
death) that together accounted for 50% of all U.S.
deaths in 1990 among people aged ,65 years.21

Synthesizing Evidence from
Effectiveness Evaluation Studies

The objectives of Guide development methods can be
summarized as (1) reducing bias and thereby ensuring
validity; (2) increasing reliability; and (3) maintaining
objectivity in evaluating the literature and constructing
prudent recommendations that are supported by the
literature.20 The Task Force observes explicit rules of
procedure to increase objectivity among participants,
reduce bias in the bodies of evidence used to support
recommendations, and increase the reliability of sys-
tematic reviews and the translation process within and
across evidence-based chapters. Threats to the validity
and reliability of systematic reviews of the literature
were minimized by (1) using explicit logic and analytic
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frameworks to facilitate interaction among participants
with diverse backgrounds; (2) choosing eligible inter-
ventions and desirable outcomes to be assessed on the
basis of explicit criteria of relative importance;
(3) conducting comprehensive literature searches
based on analytic frameworks; and (4) using duplicate
independent reviews of each study and a standard data
abstraction form to assess study content and quality.22

Threats to the validity, reliability, and objectivity of
the process for translating evidence of effectiveness
into recommendations were minimized by (1) using
large multidisciplinary teams of subject matter experts
and methodologists to develop chapters; and (2) rec-
onciling divergent views among participants by discus-
sion and consensus-building within chapter develop-
ment teams and among members of the Task Force.
Discussion and consensus-building were informal and
did not involve a professional facilitator.

Synthesizing Evidence from
Economic Evaluation Studies

The absence of credible information from economic
evaluation studies of high quality is an important
barrier to applying evidence of the effectiveness of
interventions in practice. The Guide will include the
best available information on the cost and economic
consequences of interventions that the Task Force has
recommended. The Task Force has developed stan-
dardized methods and instruments for the systematic
review of economic evaluations across an array of
population-based health promotion and disease pre-
vention interventions. The methods and instruments
are described in detail elsewhere.23 In brief, however,
the following steps are taken in conducting systematic
reviews of economic evaluations:

● systematic searches are conducted;
● studies using economic analytic methods (e.g., cost

analysis, cost-effectiveness, cost-benefit, or cost-utility
analysis) are selected according to explicit inclusion
criteria;

● economic data are abstracted and adjusted using a
standardized abstraction form; and,

● adjusted costs, cost-savings, cost-effectiveness, or cost-
utility ratios are listed in economic evaluation sum-
mary tables.

Because of the procedural difficulty involved and the
inconsistent availability of economic studies across top-
ics, the Task Force has decided not to use the results of
economic evaluations to alter the status of a recommen-
dation from recommended to highly recommended or vice
versa. Based on the available economic evidence, how-
ever, a decision maker might be better able to choose,
from among equally effective interventions, those that
are most likely to produce the maximum health and
economic benefits per dollar of resource used.

Considering Other Types of
Evidence from Other Sources

In formulating its recommendations, the Task Force
relies heavily on evidence from quantitative research
methods. And the Task Force recognizes that other
types and sources of evidence for decision making
regarding population-based health interventions are
available and useful. For example, expert opinion,
theory, and evidence derived from qualitative research
methods often are used to justify practical decisions
regarding which interventions should be implemented
in a particular community and which results would
constitute success. Moreover, evidence derived from
mixed (i.e., quantitative and qualitative) research
methods often is treated as quantitative and the contri-
butions of qualitative research to the evidence inappro-
priately undervalued. Nevertheless, these other types
and sources of evidence are not given independent
weight in assessing the effectiveness of interventions.

In addition, the Task Force recognizes that decision
making at the organizational or community levels can
be modeled in a variety of ways to include important
influences that were not explicitly given weight in
formulating the Guide’s recommendations. Such influ-
ences might include community characteristics, social
justice, cultural diversity and acceptance, resource avail-
ability and allocation, and community involvement and
support. These issues are not further addressed in the
Guide.

Applying Lessons Learned
While Developing Early Chapters

At this stage of Guide development, some tentative
conclusions can be drawn regarding lessons learned
from the process, based on experience with the draft
chapters on Vaccine-Preventable Diseases: Improving
Vaccination Coverage in Children, Adolescents, and
Adults, Preventing Motor Vehicle Occupant Injuries,
Promoting Physical Activity, Promoting Oral Health,
and Preventing Tobacco Use.

Working in chapter development teams: Chapter de-
velopment teams are composed of three groups of
participants—a coordination group of 4 to 10 mem-
bers, a consultation group of 15 to 20 members, and an
abstraction group of 4 to 10 members. Because the total
number of participants in each team is large, the
participatory process is slow and deliberate—in fact,
slower than first anticipated. This experience has led to
more intense efforts to streamline the operational tasks
of chapter development.

Solving methodologic problems: At the start of this
project, the Task Force established a work group on
methodology to apply lessons learned from the experi-
ences of others who have successfully developed evi-
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dence-based clinical guidelines11 and to meet the new
challenges presented by a population-based Guide.
Some of the methodologic challenges successfully ad-
dressed by the work group include assessing, describ-
ing, and combining findings related to (1) studies with
designs other than randomized controlled trials;
(2) interventions aimed at changing entire communi-
ties instead of (or in addition to) individuals; (3)
complex multicomponent interventions as well as sin-
gle-component interventions; and (4) different mea-
sures of outcome and effectiveness associated with the
same or similar interventions being assessed. Although
definitive solutions to these methodologic problems
were seldom available, the Task Force has devised some
practical solutions that will continue to serve a useful
purpose as the remaining chapters of the Guide are
developed.

Field-testing drafts of early chapters: Research on the
development and dissemination of practice guides in-
dicates that interaction between developers and poten-
tial users at early stages of product development is
critical for long-term success.24 In addition, the Task
Force recognizes the utility of knowing the expressed
information needs of the Guide’s target audiences. In
the absence of a formal audience needs assessment, the
Task Force intends to rely on field-testing of drafts of
selected chapters of the Guide to validate presumptive
indicators of need and to guide the further develop-
ment of these and other chapters of the Guide. During
1998, several focus-group sessions were conducted
among diverse, potential Guide audiences, using an
early draft of the chapter on Vaccine-Preventable Dis-
eases: Improving Vaccination Coverage in Children,
Adolescents, and Adults. The focus-group participants
confirmed that information of the type presented is
urgently needed. In addition, the focus-group partici-
pants provided valuable feedback on refining the lan-
guage, tone, and organization of the draft chapter to
meet the information needs of different audiences. On
the basis of those results, further focus-group testing
will take place with near-complete drafts of future
chapters.

Plans for Disseminating and
Implementing Recommendations

The Task Force envisions disseminating the Guide using
three related approaches—(1) publishing and distrib-
uting the primary document as a scientific report, along
with a series of related interim products in a variety of
formats; interim products might include each chapter-
specific systematic review and recommendations as
separate publications in print and on the Internet3,4,25;
(2) facilitating the use of the Guide as a basis for
developing other types of products (e.g., how-to man-
uals); and (3) social marketing of selected messages

contained in the Guide to particular audiences on
particular occasions by public and private partners.

The goal is to ensure that key audiences have re-
ceived, accepted, and intend to use the Guide’s recom-
mendations and supporting science. The public and
private institutional partners involved in the Guide have
accepted the complementary responsibility of dissemi-
nating its messages to audiences with which they have
ongoing relationships. For example, academic institu-
tions might see a unique role in reaching students,
faculty, and service organizations with which they con-
sult. Administrators of managed care plans might take
the lead in disseminating the Guide’s main messages to
enrolled populations, providers of clinical and popula-
tion-based services, third-party payers, business coali-
tions, and investors. And public health and education
agencies could focus on getting the messages of evi-
dence-based public health practice to health depart-
ments and community-based organizations that serve
communities with special needs, among other
audiences.

To disseminate and implement the Guide, the Task
Force will encourage other partners in the develop-
ment process to use the document as a source for
derivative products tailored to particular public health
practice settings, target audiences, and communication
goals, channels, and media (e.g., quick-reference cards
or Internet sites). To illustrate, products derived from
the Guide to Clinical Preventive Services included Clini-
cian’s Handbook of Preventive Services for health care
systems and clinicians, Personal Health Guide and Child
Health Guide for consumers, and Preventive Care Flow
Sheets and Patient Reminder Postcards for clinic office
staff. In 1994, these materials were disseminated during
the course of an organized campaign titled, Put Pre-
vention into Practice (PPIP), sponsored by the U.S.
Public Health Service Office of Disease Prevention and
Health Promotion.26,27

This Guide’s contents will be published in both hard
copy and electronic formats, piecemeal and as a whole,
and through a variety of media. Interim stand-alone
products will be published in peer-reviewed journals
and reprinted in monograph form before the publica-
tion of the consolidated Guide in 2001. For example,
this edition of the Journal includes the first installments
of a series of interim products—(1) this overview
article; (2) the article on the scope and organization of
the Guide 5; (3) the article on the methods for develop-
ing the Guide 20; (4) the article on the data collection
instrument with its instructions for use in performing
systematic literature reviews of effectiveness studies 22;
(5) the article on the methods and instrument used to
review economic evaluation studies for the Guide 23; and
(6) the two articles addressing specific interventions to
improve vaccination coverage in children, adolescents,
and adults.3,4 Other stand-alone interim products to be
released before 2001 include one or more chapters
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from the Guide (e.g., Preventing Motor Vehicle Occu-
pant Injury and Preventing Tobacco Use).

The consolidated Guide, in hard copy and electronic
formats, is expected to be published in 2001. In subse-
quent years, a large partnership of public agencies and
private organizations is expected to participate in the
wider dissemination of the Guide and of products
derived from it. The Task Force also anticipates that
existing chapters will be updated and additional topics
addressed over time. Evidence of the successful imple-
mentation of the Guide’s content might include mea-
surable increases in the use of effective interventions
that are strongly recommended or recommended, measurable
decreases in the use of ineffective interventions that are
not recommended, and measurable increases in efforts to
evaluate promising interventions of unknown
effectiveness.

Summary

When the first volume of the Guide is published in 2001,
it will represent the first installment of a significant
national effort in encouraging evidence-based public
health practice in communities, including populations
of beneficiaries enrolled in managed care plans. The
Guide will make recommendations regarding public
health interventions that (1) change risk behaviors;
(2) reduce diseases, injuries, and impairments that
account for a large portion of the burden of illness,
disability, and premature death in the United States;
and (3) address environmental and ecosystem chal-
lenges, with particular emphasis on sociocultural influ-
ences on community health and quality of life.

The Task Force on Community Preventive Services,
the 15-member, nonfederal, independent panel of ex-
perts overseeing the development of the Guide, invites
its diverse audience to keep abreast of information
regarding the Guide during the remainder of its devel-
opment and pilot-testing phases. We invite readers of
this article to scrutinize the work in progress, to share
ideas with the contributors, and to provide input in
areas of expertise or interest. When the Guide is com-
plete, we ask you to consider critically the value of its
contents, especially the portions that are relevant to
your work.
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22. Zaza S, Wright-De Agüero LK, Briss PA, et al. and the Task Force on
Community Preventive Services. Data collection instrument and procedure
for systematic reviews in the Guide to Community Preventive Services. Am J
Prev Med 2000;18(suppl 1):44–74.

23. Carande-Kulis VG, Maciosek MV, Briss PA, et al. and the Task Force on
Community Preventive Services. Methods for systematic reviews of eco-
nomic evaluations for the Guide to Community Preventive Services. Am J
Prev Med 2000;18(suppl 1):75–91.

24. Lomas J. Diffusion, dissemination, and implementation: who should do
what? [review] [19 refs]. Ann N Y Acad Sci 1993;703:226–35.

25. Shefer A, Briss P, Rodewald L, et al. Improving immunization coverage
rates: an evidence-based review of the literature. Epidemiol Rev 1999;21:
96–142.

26. Agency for Health Care Policy and Research. Put prevention into practice:
overview. Available at: http://www.ahcpr.gov/ppip/ppipover.htm. Ac-
cessed on July 16, 1999.

27. Kikano GE, Stange KC, Flocke SA, Zyzanski SJ. Put prevention into
practice: outcomes in a family practice center. Am J Prev Med 1997;13:32–
54.

28. Public Health Service. Public health workforce: an agenda for the 21st
century. Washington, DC: US Dept of Health and Human Services, 1997:1.

26 American Journal of Preventive Medicine, Volume 18, Number 1S



 
 

Reprinted by permission of Elsevier Science from: 
Developing the Guide to Community Preventive Services - 
Overview and Rationale, Benedict I. Truman, C. Kay Smith-Akin, 
Alan R. Hinman et al., American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 
Vol 18 No 1S, pp 18-26, Copyright 2000 by American Journal of 
Preventive Medicine 


