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Implementation of evidence into practice: complex,
multi-faceted and multi-layered

Debra Bick', Yan-Shing Chang?

During the last two decades, academics, healthcare providers and funders, policy makers and those who
access our health services have acknowledged the need to ensure healthcare organizations, systems and
practices are evidence-based. Drivers for evidence-based practice quite rightly highlight that implementation
of care which is clinically and cost effective could reduce variation in healthcare outcomes, make better use
of finite healthcare resources, and support healthcare systems in which clinicians and patients reach shared-
decisions about management informed by best evidence.

Since Sackett et al.!", published their 1996 British Medical Journal commentary in which they presented
their definition of evidence-based medicine, reports, papers and guidelines have seemingly reflected clinical
decision making and translation of evidence into practice as a linear process — a patient has a health need
which they discuss with a healthcare professional®. The healthcare professional is aware of an evidence-based
intervention, drug or therapy which could meet the health need —the shared-decision is made, the intervention
implemented and the health need is met. However, this simplistic view is far from the reality and complexity of
our day to day dealings with patients and their families in real-life clinical situations. Furthermore in many areas
of health care we struggle to find evidence to support our decision making, as much research output fails to
result in worthwhile achievement for its intended users, leading to what has been described as research waste®.

Those of us who have worked on intervention studies are only too aware that once the active research
intervention stops, practice more often than not reverts to what it was before. This could be for a myriad of
reasons including poor dissemination of findings, other competing healthcare priorities, or too little resource
or motivation to implement and sustain change in practice. In addition, we have little information on whether
differences in outcomes of interest which did occur were as intended, or if there were additional, unintended
impacts of changing practice. For example in the UK, evidence to restrict routine episiotomy for vaginal birth
was implemented following clinical trials which found that routine episiotomy afforded no protective benefit
for women’s health®. Restricting episiotomy was a good thing as we should not implement unnecessary or
potentially harmful care. However, an unexpected consequence is that as student midwives in the UK are no
longer required to perform episiotomy in their training, they have potentially lost skills and competencies in
knowing when episiotomy is indicated and how to perform a correct surgical incision”. As a consequence,
women may sustain more severe spontaneous perineal trauma which could have been prevented if a cor-
rectly performed episiotomy had been used. This is one example from one area of practice but it highlights
the complexity of implementation and need for primary and secondary research to inform how we evaluate
implementation and the optimal time to do this.

As there is currently no single method recommended to support successful implementation of evidence into
practice, and uncertainty as to the value of tools developed by guideline authors to support implementation of
their guidance® how can research teams planning studies reduce research waste and influence implementation
likely to make a positive difference? It is increasingly recognized as naive to assume implementation automa-
tically follows study publication and improved patient outcomes follow®. An important step is to ensure the
evidence gap we are aiming to meet is of the highest priority for the intended end users of the evidence we
generate. These could include patients, clinicians, health service managers or policy makers. Engagement with
these groups needs to commence at the outset with the formulation of the research questions, as failure to
ask the right questions is unlikely to generate findings likely to make a difference. In the UK, initiatives such
as The James Lind Alliance (http://www.lindalliance.org) are working to bring patients, carers and clinicians
together to identify and prioritize uncertainties, or unanswered questions, about the effects of treatments
that they consider to be the most important, information important to ensure research funders know what
matters to patients and clinicians. This approach could ensure that research developments involve all relevant
stakeholders, and focus on real clinical decisions most likely to make an impact on outcomes that matter.
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As well as asking the right study questions, we also need to ensure we include the most appropriate stu-
dy outcomes, measured and assessed from the perspectives of the intended users of our research. Are our
outcomes of interest most relevant for clinicians, for example to improve their surgical skills or attitudes in
patient consultations? Are we looking at saving health care resources? Or are we aiming to enhance patient
health, satisfaction or experience in the shorter and longer-term? As clinicians, we often assume we know
what the primary study outcome should be — however, health service users are really the experts in knowing
which outcomes have the highest priority, highlighting that when planning research we need to consider our
audience. In our recent perineal repair trial”), as clinicians we assumed pain would be the most important
outcome for women who had a second degree tear or an episiotomy. When we asked the women who had
sustained these perineal outcomes what their priorities were, they were most concerned about perineal wound
infection. Pain was a secondary concern.

More national and international research funding bodies are asking research teams to consider in their ap-
plications how study findings will be disseminated and implemented. We would also suggest that funders need
to consider how best to evaluate the outcomes of implementation of evidence-based practice which considers
the full-cycle of implementation®. Implementation of evidence is complex, multi-faceted and multi-layered
and interventions need to reflect and take account of context, culture and facilitation to support and sustain
research use. What is apparent is that we need to submit the evaluation of outcomes of implementation to
the same level of rigour as other interventions and procedures as called for by the evidence-based medicine
movement. We also need more methodological work to know when, where and how to assess the outcomes
of use of research.
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