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Guidelines for imaging reach a new quality level towards
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For optimizing the transfer of clinical information to
radiology departments, referral guidelines for imag-
ing have been developed since the early 1990s. Their
practical use has, however, been limited despite rele-
vant progress in the design and worldwide support by
radiological societies and governmental bodies. The
reasons may be limitations in their design and im-
plementation as well as the primary stakeholders’ in-
tentions to reduce costs and radiation exposure in-
stead of focussing on the clinical needs. In this issue
of the Wiener Klinische Wochenschrift—Central Euro-
pean Journal of Medicine, Tamandl et al. publish con-
sensus guidelines for imaging of hepatic tumors [1].
Their design has the potential for overcoming these
limitations by following new quality standards and by
integrating the European level of knowledge.

Quality has been recently improvedby the appraisal
of guidelines for research and evaluation II (AGREE II)
instrument which provides a grid for a transparent
and critical evaluation of guidelines [2]. Additional
quality aspects are related to safety, e.g. World Health
Organization (WHO) patient safety initiative and Eu-
ropean Union (EU) directives and to patient empow-
erment.

There is a field of tension between the best evidence
and the local needs of a healthcare system and its re-
sources, the epidemiology and society’s expectations.
A third dimension, and this might be a new aspect
of guideline development, is the European one, as on
this continent the local need is in most cases subject
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to EU Council directives. They are, in turn, influenced
by the diversity of national or other, sometimes con-
flicting recommendations.

The implementation of guidelines is generally un-
derestimated compared to the efforts of their devel-
opment. For imaging, they should be catalogued in
lists of appropriateness criteria. With computer-as-
sisted decision (CAD) support systems, highly efficient
tools are available for bringing this content to the
point-of-care, i.e. the referring physicians. Referrals
are increasingly submitted in electronic form, and the
key recommendations should be directly available in
semi-automated CAD systems for supporting but not
replacing the physician’s referral [3].

In the upcoming new edition of the Austrian cata-
logue of referral guidelines these aspects will be real-
ized [4]: (1) quality standards oriented to recent rec-
ommendations for guidelines development as well as
to patients’ needs and social outcomes, (2) referring
to the three dimensions of best available evidence, lo-
cal needs and European directives, (3) designed for
practical use at the point-of-care with a print version
and a clinical decision support tool and (4) based on
the ground rules of diagnostic reasoning. This work
is based on two decades of continuous refinements
characterized by an increase in homogeneity of refer-
ral guidelines for imaging in Europe and by a signif-
icant increase in the volume of contents. As such,
referral guidelines offer a concise thesaurus of what is
possible with modern imaging.
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