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Guidelines Case Example: Creating Clinical Guidelines by Blue Cross 

Section A: The seven steps to creating clinical guidelines using Blue Cross as a case example. 

A guideline is a brief document with specific advice that can help veterinary staff make good 

decisions in practice through evidence-based information. 

Guidelines do not replace clinical expertise or knowledge.  Rather, guidelines should be used in 

conjunction with clinical expertise and knowledge to assist and improve the quality of care 

delivered. 

This case example uses the Guidelines Walkthrough to show Blue Cross developed their clinical 

guidelines. You can access the original Walkthrough, and other support tools, which are referred to 

in this document, at www.rcvsknowledge.org/quality-improvement/tools-and-resources.   

1. Decide what the guideline will address

Identify the topic and scope of the practice guideline and the specific question(s) to be addressed. 

The scope of the guideline must be clearly stated together with the context and objectives.  

The Blue Cross decided to create clinical guidelines for the commonly seen disease processes in 

practice. This was to help the veterinary team in becoming more confident in diagnosis and 

treatment, and to provide a more consistent service across the hospital and branches.  

2. Allocate team members to research and review the evidence

Decide who will be involved in research and allocate roles, while considering the team members 

that will use the guideline. It is important to involve as many members of the team as possible 

in the production of the guidelines. Roles would include author(s), person carrying out the 

literature search, and evidence review. Evidence for these areas can be gathered by carrying out 

a literature search and obtaining relevant opinions where appropriate. If evidence from 

veterinary research is lacking, it may be helpful to also search medical literature. RCVS 

Knowledge has a range of resources that can assist you in finding evidence. If you need assistance 

in performing a literature search, or are short of time, you can complete a literature search 

request form and submit it to the RCVS Knowledge Library team. For further information, you 

can contact the library team at library@rcvsknowledge.org.  

The Senior Veterinary Surgeon, Alison Thomas, prepared a list of over 60 common syndromes and 

disease processes. She then allocated team members to perform literature reviews to gather 

evidence for each syndrome and lead the development of the guideline. Team members were 

chosen based on their personal interests and individual qualifications.  
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3.  Hold a meeting to review and discuss the evidence 

The team then reviews and assesses the evidence based on agreed criteria. It can help to separate 

any discussed actions into ‘clinical examination’, ‘diagnostic tests’, ‘treatment’ and ‘follow-up 

care’ in preparation for Stage 4 of this Walkthrough. It is important to involve a range of members 

of the veterinary team to discuss how the evidence can be applied in your particular practice 

setting.  You can use the RCVS Knowledge Guidelines Template to help you provide structure to 

your meeting. Collected evidence was discussed alongside the charity’s scope of service, treatment 

options, cost and the patient’s quality of life to see how they could be beneficial to all. The evidence 

was then split to include a summary, guidance notes for the veterinary team and guidance notes 

for the pet owner.  

4.  Once the team has come to an agreement, create a guideline draft 

The recommendations should be specific and unambiguous, consider potential barriers, and 

suggest some supportive tools for implementation. Using the RCVS Knowledge document, 

Guidelines Template, write a draft of the guideline. The team should agree on the draft. For each 

disease, the evidence gathered and information developed in step 3 were combined to produce 

guidelines drafts. Protected time was given to allow for the creation of these, and in some cases, 

locum staff were hired to ensure this time was available. 

5.  Provide the draft to the relevant team members for review 

The guideline draft should be provided to all team members identified in the scope of the 

guideline. Team members should be encouraged to ask questions and provide feedback on 

what should be included in the guidelines. The draft guidelines allowed for team discussion on 

differing treatments, potential patient side effects, patient quality of life and owner expectations.  

6. Once everyone has reviewed the guideline, release the final version 

Once the team have considered the feedback and suggestions, the guideline can be finalised. 

We recommend using the same format across all guidelines for ease of accessing the 

information. Examples of the final versions can be seen alongside this case example.  

7.  Set a date for implementation and a date for review 

The team should set a reasonable date on which they will begin implementing the guideline in 

practice. The implementation date should allow all members of the team to understand the guideline. 

Typically, this would be put in the footer of the document so that it can be easily assessed. After 

implementation, it may be worth raising the topic of guidelines at a practice meeting to ask the team 

if they are finding the guideline useful. You may choose to measure the impact of guideline 

introduction through clinical audit. If the guideline is completely new, it may be worth scheduling a 

review within six months of its release. After this, the review date for the guideline can be every year 

or every two years, depending on clinical relevance. Blue Cross conducted a clinical audit to measure 

the impact of the guidelines. Results showed a 15% decrease in the cost of treatment per pet helped. 

Although this could not solely be attributed to the guidelines, it showed that they played a large part in 

this reduction. Other benefits were identified, which included additional CPD for veterinary team 

members, improved consistency of care and the reduction of client complaints due to improved 

informing of options.  
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Section B: Developing guidelines in practise, using Blue Cross as an example 

 
Name of initiative: Development of Blue Cross Clinical Guidelines 

Initiative start date: January 2017 

Submitted by: David Catlow Clinical Director 

Practice/organisation: 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction   

In early 2016, The Blue Cross Clinical Directorate developed a 3-year strategy and plan. The strategy was 

initially informed by asking our veterinary teams to identify what they would stop, start and continue to 

do, with the purpose of optimising the impact of our work on pet welfare.  We focussed on identifying 

which of many suggestions should be our priorities. They included many aspects of running veterinary 

practice including making improvements to our ways of working, efficiencies and providing a consistent 

quality and scope of service whilst maximising the number of pets that we help and ensuring we create 

a great place to work and improving the client experience.  

A concern was raised that many veterinary surgeons have a different approach to treating clinical cases. 

There continue to be significant advances in diagnostics and developments of new and novel treatments 

as well as different levels of knowledge and experience within the team, so in the charity setting where 

we have a limited budget it is essential that we endeavour to provide a consistent service of an 

acceptable standard. We are not able to offer every possible treatment option for every pet. We do not 

offer referral and specialist veterinary services, and with new staff and locums working for us regularly, 

how could we ensure that we offer a consistent Blue Cross approach to veterinary care? 

A commitment was therefore made to develop ‘evidence-based’ Clinical Guidelines to help any person 

working for Blue Cross to understand our Scope of Service and ensure we deliver a consistent and 

pragmatic veterinary service. The aim was to develop something akin to the UK medical profession’s 

NICE guidelines for Blue Cross. 
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Aims   

To develop evidence-based Clinical Guidelines for over 60 syndromes and conditions to help clinicians 

confidently deliver a pragmatic veterinary service in the charity hospital. 

Actions   

Alison Thomas, Senior Veterinary Surgeon at Blue Cross, compiled a list of over 60 common syndromes 

and conditions where it was perceived that a clinical guideline would help veterinary surgeons deliver a 

more consistent approach to diagnosis and treatment of those conditions. 

Guidelines would consist of a summary document, guidance notes and owner notes  

Alison Thomas led the project. She identified a vet to lead the development of each guideline with the 

relevant subject special interest and/or post graduate qualification.  

Draft clinical guidelines were informed by: 

 collating latest information, trends and knowledge 

 literature search for relevant papers through VIN and RCVS library 

 animal welfare and quality of life considerations 

 ethical considerations 

 latest treatments and alternative treatment options 

 assessments of  efficacy and potential side effects of different treatment options 

 cost of treatment 

 a general policy to never deny treatment 

 establishing clarity on what is in our scope of service and what we won’t offer 

 establishing clarity on what medicines will we provide and those which we don’t, but for which 

we will supply a private prescription to be filled at the clients expense 

 

Results   

The development and completion of approx. 60 clinical guidelines (summary guideline; further guidance 

notes; owner guidance notes) for commonly presented conditions based on best available evidence and 

consideration for delivery in a charity animal hospital setting. 

Clinical Guidelines have facilitated a more consistent delivery of our service in our hospitals as well as 

helped deliver consistent advice across the organisation and to external partners. 

The guidelines have given Blue Cross a significant platform to inform and facilitate our future strategy 

by helping to define a clear framework for the delivery of a pragmatic first opinion veterinary service for 

those less able to afford veterinary treatment. 
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Impact of intervention   

The development of Clinical Guidelines at Blue Cross has had significant benefits for the organisation. 

Some of the benefits were expected and others were not.   

The investment of time and resource has been considerable with a risk being that their creation would 

become an academic exercise only and not necessarily have a significant impact on ways of working.  

Making time on top of existing BAU workload has been a significant added challenge, as well as the 

added cost of locum cover to make time available for their creation. 

The impact includes: 

 An engaged veterinary team aligned with the purpose and anticipated benefits of the project 

 CPD benefits of those involved in the process of researching the clinical guidelines 

 Clarity of treatment options the charity will deliver and better consistency. 

 Information to help communicate our treatment decisions to clients, which helps to prevent 

complaints. 

 They inform clinical M&M meetings and governance discussions. 

 They are referred to when discussing more complex cases with less experienced vets seeking 

advice.  

 Inform consistent advice given to external vets in our PCC partnerships as well as those 

providing vet services to our rehoming centres and other internal services.  

 Positive feedback from other directorates within Blue Cross who often seek advice from clinical 

teams 

 Positive feedback from external practice partners and other charities in UK and overseas with 

requests to share our CGs  

 A useful tool to facilitate clinical audit and governance that is engaging for the veterinary teams 

 A useful tool for internal M&M rounds and internal CPD  

Patient and client benefits include: 

• More consistent service and improved communications with clients 

• Better clinical outcomes 

• Better quality consultations  

 

Practice benefits include: 

• Financial savings/cost efficiencies 

• Improved audit processes 

• Improved productivity 

• Inter-professional learning 

• More patients seen 
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The development of our guidelines has coincided with a significant reduction in our cost per pet 

helped. Whilst difficult to measure the financial impact of introducing clinical guidelines in isolation, 

alongside other changes to ways of working, Blue Cross is currently looking at a reduction in the gross 

cost per pet helped of almost 20% and a 28% reduction in the medicines cost per pet helped over the 

last 2 years. We are currently on track to treat 11% more pets in our hospitals than 2016. (This 

represents an additional 2,639 pets.) 

 

As of February 2019, the cost per pet helped has reduced by 15% (which equates to 26,800 pets 

helped for approximately £400,000 less than the total cost of helping 24,161 pets). These efficiency 

savings cannot be attributed solely to clinical guidelines but the guidelines have played a significant 

part. The medicines costs per pet helped have been reduced by £9 per pet, which constitutes a 28% 

reduction. Therefore, the costs saved were recuperated very quickly. 
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KEY POINTS 

• Probiotics not available under Blue Cross scope of service (see supporting notes)
BLUE� 
CRoss Approach to dogs and cats with diarrhoea 

• Please do not use antibiotics in the management of diarrhoea other than in the
situations described

• Faecal cultures are rarely helpful

, r 

Diarrhoea � Mild and acute � Dietary 
management

y 

Severe or chronic No response 

I 

y- - - - - - - - -
,.---------------"' 

• Broad spectrum anthelmintic (unless .. ► 
worming up to date) 

• Consider 5-7d course of 50mg/kg

No response 

"I 

- -►

• GI biopsies should be rarely recommended

No response. 
Secondary GI disease 

suspected 

I 

I 
, .... 

Consider 
metronidazole 

for 7-14d 
lo.. , 

r "I 

-► Clinical pathology: Depending --► 

on signalment tests may 
include T4, liver profile, TLI, 

ACTH stim to r/o hypoA (dogs) 

I 

- -.- ► No response. 

I Primary GI disease 
suspected 

Treat secondary 
GI disease 
accordingly 

fenbendazole against helminths and
Giardia

-------------------� 

• Consider monthly deworming 2x to r/o
Trichuris vulpis (dogs)

• Consider direct faecal smear for Giardia
(dogs and cats) or Tritrichomonas foetus
(cats; especially if pedigree or multi-cat
household).

• If haemorrhagic (dogs), perform parvo
test and isolate regardless of cause.

\.. 

If all else fails or if there is 
hypoproteinaemia, severe tenesmus or 
indicators that neoplasia may be present 
(eg marked wt loss), consider: 

• Referral

• lmmunosuppressive trial

• GI biopsies by endoscopy or ex-lap

• Euthanasia if prognosis deemed poor

y----------- l -----------,

( C7' ) ( D��l)) ( Dog��l) ) 
y y y 

• Recommend a
hypoallergenic/novel
protein diet trial for
4-6wks

• Consider cobalamin
measurement and
supplementation

k------------

t 
No or poor 
response 

r 

• Add soluble fibre

• If boxer/FBD and fibre
has been unsuccessful,
consider histiocytic
colitis (biopsy 1st) >
6-8 weeks of enrofloxacin

• Recommend a
hypoallergenic/novel
protein diet trial for
4-6wks

I 

, 

�--------J _______ _ 

r 

\.. 

• SI diarrhoea persisting
for >7-l0d; consider
treating for ARD with
oxytetracycline, tylosin
or amoxicillin for
4-6wks.

• Recommend a
hypoallergenic/novel
protein diet trial for
4-6wks

• Consider imaging

• Consider cobalamin
measurement and
supplementation

.... 
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