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This is the third practice guideline to be approved by the American Psychiatric Association (APA). The term practice 

guideline refers to a set of patient care strategies developed to assist physicians in clinical decision making. We antici-
pate that several guidelines will be published each year as they are completed and approved by the APA. Although 
the APA has been publishing specific recommendations about the practice of psychiatry since 1851, the current level 
of effort devoted to the practice guideline process represents a qualitative change in the APA’s role in establishing 
guidelines.

For nearly 150 years, the APA’s fundamental aim in developing practice recommendations has been to assist psy-
chiatrists in their clinical decision making, with the ultimate goal of improving the care of patients. The explosion of 
knowledge in our field over the last several decades amplifies the value of guidelines. Furthermore, the current 
health care climate is characterized by rising concerns about quality of care, access to care, and cost. Efforts to re-
spond to these problems by exerting external control over the types and amount of care that can be provided have 
led to new concerns about the quality of the data on which such efforts are based and the process by which those data 
are used to determine “appropriate” or “reimbursable” care. The realization that both treatment and reimburse-
ment decisions are occurring without systematic scientific and clinical input has led the APA, along with many other 
medical specialty societies, to accelerate the process of documenting clearly and concisely what is known and what is 
not known about the treatment of patients. Although there are a number of other entities, including the federal gov-
ernment (through the Agency for Health Care Policy and Research), who are also developing practice guidelines, 
the APA has decided that the psychiatric profession should take the lead in describing the best treatments and the 
range of appropriate treatments available to patients with mental illnesses.

The APA established a Steering Committee for Practice Guidelines, chaired by John S. McIntyre, M.D. The 
Steering Committee chooses guideline topics based on the following criteria: 1) degree of public importance, 2) rele-
vance to psychiatric practice, 3) availability of information and relevant data, 4) availability of work already done 
that would be useful in the development of a practice guideline, and 5) degree to which increased psychiatric atten-
tion to and involvement in the area would be helpful for the field. Once a topic is chosen, a work group is formed to 
draft the guideline. By design, the work group consists of psychiatrists in active clinical practice with diverse exper-
tise and practice experience relevant to the topic. Policies established by the Steering Committee guide the work of 
systematically reviewing data in the literature and forging consensus on the implications of those data, as well as de-
scribing a clinical consensus. These policies, in turn, stem from criteria formulated by the American Medical Asso-
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For Continuing Medical Education credit for APA Practice Guidelines, 
visit www.psych.org/cme

To order the 2004 Compendium of Quick Reference Guides to the 
APA Practice Guidelines,

visit www.appi.org or call 800-368-5777.

The American Board of Psychiatry and Neurology (ABPN) 
has reviewed the APA Practice Guidelines CME Program 

and has approved this product as part of a comprehensive 
lifelong learning program, which is mandated by the 
American Board of Medical Specialties as a necessary 

component of maintenance of certification.

ABPN approval is time limited to 3 years for each 
individual Practice Guideline CME course. 

Refer to APA’s CME web site for ABPN approval status of each course.
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