BMOE7014 Reflective paper

Reflective practice is widely recognised as a fundamental process within both academic and professional contexts, enabling individuals to critically evaluate experiences, identify strengths and limitations, and apply learning to inform future practice (Harvey et al., 2025). Rather than merely describing events, effective reflection requires deeper engagement with the underlying processes, including consideration of why decisions were made, how outcomes were influenced, and what can be improved in future situations (Machost and Stains, 2023). Within research and applied practice, structured reflective models are often employed to guide this process and ensure a systematic and critical approach (Orsini, Soto-Faúndez and Taha, 2026).
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 2015) is one of the most established frameworks, conceptualising learning as a cyclical process consisting of four stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. This model is particularly valuable in highlighting the relationship between experience and learning, emphasising how knowledge is constructed through reflection and application (Haritha and Rao, 2024). It has been widely used within health, education, and sport contexts due to its focus on experiential learning (Ghorbel et al., 2025; Taneja, Kiran and Bose, 2022). However, despite its strengths, Kolb’s model has been criticised for its limited attention to the emotional dimension of reflection and its tendency to present reflection as a linear, rational process, potentially overlooking the complexity of individual experiences (Dillard, Sisco and Collins, 2024; Matsuo and Nagata, 2026). As such, while it is effective for understanding learning processes, it may not provide sufficient depth for critically evaluating personal experiences within research contexts.
In contrast, Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) offers a more detailed and structured framework, comprising six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan. A key strength of Gibbs’ model is its explicit inclusion of the feelings stage, which encourages individuals to consider the emotional aspects of their experience alongside cognitive evaluation (McLeod, 2025). This is particularly important in reflective research, as emotions can influence decision-making, interpretation of data, and engagement with the research process (Nurbolatova and Seidaliyeva, 2025). Furthermore, Gibbs’ model promotes deeper critical thinking by clearly distinguishing between evaluation and analysis, allowing for both identification of strengths and weaknesses and exploration of the underlying reasons behind them (Wheat, 2025). This layered approach supports more comprehensive reflection and facilitates the development of actionable insights for future practice (Zainuddin et al., 2026).
Driscoll’s model (Driscoll, 2007), based on the questions “What?”, “So what?” and “Now what?”, provides a more concise and accessible approach to reflection (Thomas et al., 2022; Boud, Keogh and Walker, 1985). It is particularly useful in time-constrained environments or for developing initial reflective skills, as it simplifies the reflective process into three core stages (Polisetty,Sowmya and Pahari, 2023). However, its simplicity can also be a limitation, as it may not encourage sufficient depth of analysis or critical engagement for complex academic tasks. In comparison to Gibbs’ framework, Driscoll’s model offers less guidance on exploring emotions, evaluating experiences in detail, and developing structured action plans.
Given the requirements of this reflective paper, which demand critical evaluation of the research process, methodological decision-making, and personal learning, Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle was considered the most appropriate framework. Its structured yet comprehensive approach enables systematic reflection across all aspects of the research process, while also encouraging deeper critical analysis and integration of both cognitive and emotional responses. Additionally, the inclusion of an explicit action planning stage aligns with the objective of identifying improvements for future research and professional practice. Therefore, Gibbs’ model provides a more robust and academically rigorous framework for reflective writing compared to alternative models.
Gibbs’ model will therefore be applied to reflect on three key areas: the alignment of the research design with the research question, the experience of conducting the research including ethical issues and lessons learned, and the implications for my future academic and professional practice.




Research Design
Following Gibbs’ (1988) description stage, the study aimed to assess general and sport-specific nutrition knowledge among recreational athletes and determine whether knowledge differed according to sex and employment within the health and fitness industry. To address this aim, a cross-sectional quantitative research design was employed using the Abridged Nutrition for Sport Knowledge Questionnaire (A-NSKQ). This approach was selected due to its practicality, efficiency, and alignment with existing research in sports nutrition. Data were collected via Microsoft Forms and distributed through social media, gyms, and sports clubs, allowing access to a relevant and physically active population. The methodology was deliberately kept simple to maximise participation and ensure feasibility within the timeframe of the study.
From an alignment perspective, the chosen design was appropriate for addressing the research question. The use of a questionnaire enabled the collection of quantitative data, allowing nutrition knowledge to be measured through scores, percentages, and mean values. This provided an objective method of assessing knowledge across participants. Furthermore, the quantitative design allowed for group comparisons between males and females, and between individuals working within the health and fitness industry and those who were not. The use of statistical analysis, including independent-samples t-tests conducted in SPSS, enabled the identification of differences between groups, directly addressing the aims of the study. The A-NSKQ, as a validated and reliable tool, further strengthened the design by ensuring consistency and comparability of results with existing literature. Additionally, the use of an online format improved accessibility and ease of participation, while facilitating efficient transfer of data into Excel and subsequently into SPSS for statistical analysis. Therefore, the overall design was effective in producing quantifiable data that aligned closely with the research objectives.
However, evaluating the design more critically highlights several limitations. While cross-sectional studies are effective for providing a snapshot of knowledge at a single point in time, they do not allow for causal relationships to be established or changes over time to be observed. As such, although differences between groups could be identified, it was not possible to determine whether factors such as employment within the health and fitness industry directly influenced nutrition knowledge. Additionally, the use of convenience sampling may have reduced the representativeness of the sample, as participants were primarily recruited through gyms, clubs, and social media, potentially excluding individuals less engaged in these environments.
From a methodological perspective, the use of a short and accessible questionnaire was both a strength and a limitation. While it enhanced participation and reduced participant burden, it may have limited the depth of analysis. The A-NSKQ assesses both general and sport-specific nutrition knowledge; however, the shorter format may not provide sufficient detail to fully capture the complexity of participants’ understanding. Furthermore, questionnaire-based methods rely on self-reported responses, meaning participants may guess answers or provide socially desirable responses, which can affect accuracy.
A deeper analysis suggests that alternative or additional methods could have strengthened the research design. For example, incorporating qualitative approaches, such as interviews, could have provided greater insight into participants’ understanding, reasoning, and sources of nutrition knowledge. This would allow researchers to explore whether participants genuinely understand concepts or are simply selecting correct answers without deeper comprehension. Additionally, the inclusion of a food diary could enable comparison between nutrition knowledge and actual dietary behaviour, providing a more applied perspective on whether knowledge translates into practice. However, these methods also present limitations, including increased participant burden, time constraints, and potential inaccuracies, as food diaries rely on honest and consistent self-reporting.
In conclusion, the research design demonstrated strong alignment with the research aims, as it enabled the measurement of nutrition knowledge and comparison between groups using quantitative data and statistical analysis. The use of a validated questionnaire, alongside mean scores and t-tests, allowed for objective and reliable findings. However, while effective in generating measurable outcomes, the design was limited in its ability to provide depth and explore behavioural application.
When considering future research directions, greater methodological diversity could strengthen the study. Combining quantitative data with qualitative methods, such as interviews, would allow deeper exploration of participants’ understanding and sources of knowledge, while tools such as food diaries may provide insight into the relationship between knowledge and behaviour. Furthermore, adopting longitudinal or intervention-based designs would allow for the assessment of changes in knowledge over time and the effectiveness of nutrition education strategies. These adaptations would provide a more comprehensive understanding of nutrition knowledge and its practical application, ultimately enhancing the quality and impact of future research.

Experience of Conducting Research and Lessons Learned
The research process involved recruiting participants, collecting data using the Abridged Nutrition for Sport Knowledge Questionnaire (A-NSKQ) via Microsoft Forms, and analysing the results using Excel and SPSS. At the outset, there was uncertainty regarding whether a sufficient sample size would be achieved, with an initial target of approximately 50 participants established to support meaningful analysis. Participants were recruited through social media, gyms, and sports clubs using a convenience sampling approach. While responses were successfully obtained, challenges emerged throughout the process, particularly in relation to recruitment, data analysis, and participant understanding of eligibility. In alignment with Gibbs, this stage represents the description of the research experience, providing the basis for further critical reflection.
In considering the emotional response to the research process, there was initial uncertainty regarding participant engagement due to the voluntary nature of recruitment. As responses began to increase, this uncertainty shifted towards a sense of motivation and encouragement, reflecting positively on the accessibility of the research design. However, as the study progressed, feelings of frustration became evident, particularly due to the low number of male participants, which resulted in an imbalance within the sample and limited the robustness of comparisons between groups. It was also unexpected that individuals working within the health and fitness industry, particularly personal trainers, were among the most difficult to recruit, despite being a key target group. This required a more proactive approach, including direct communication with individuals, which proved time-consuming and, at times, discouraging. During the data analysis stage, a lack of confidence was also experienced, particularly when transferring data from Excel into SPSS and converting responses into appropriate scoring formats, as this process was more complex than anticipated. Despite these challenges, the overall research experience remained positive, as analysing results and identifying patterns within the data was both engaging and rewarding, reinforcing an interest in research.

Evaluating the research process highlights several strengths and limitations. A key strength was the use of a short and structured questionnaire, which reduced participant burden and contributed to the response rate. Additionally, distributing the questionnaire across multiple platforms increased accessibility and broadened the reach of the study. However, several limitations were identified. The low representation of male participants reduced the reliability of comparisons, while the difficulty in recruiting individuals employed within the health and fitness sector suggested that the recruitment strategy lacked sufficient effectiveness in targeting specific populations. Although the data collection method was efficient, the simplicity of the questionnaire limited the depth of information obtained, restricting the ability to explore underlying factors influencing nutrition knowledge. Furthermore, the data analysis process highlighted limitations in technical competence, particularly in relation to data handling and statistical procedures.
A deeper analysis of these experiences demonstrates the importance of aligning methodological decisions with both the research question and practical application. The challenges encountered during recruitment emphasise that reliance on convenience sampling and passive recruitment strategies may not be sufficient to engage all relevant groups. The lower participation of males may reflect broader trends identified within existing research, which suggests that females are often more engaged with health-related topics and research participation.
In conclusion, the research process highlighted both strengths and areas for improvement. The use of the A-NSKQ provided an effective and practical method for assessing nutrition knowledge, enabling efficient data collection and the generation of quantifiable results. However, several limitations were evident, particularly in relation to recruitment strategies, sample representation, and the depth of data obtained.
In considering the findings of this study, several recommendations for future research can be identified. Recruitment strategies could be enhanced by implementing more targeted and proactive approaches. For example, redistributing the questionnaire as a follow-up reminder, particularly within WhatsApp groups, and clearly emphasising the need for underrepresented groups, such as male participants, may improve engagement. Similarly, greater use of relevant online communities, such as personal trainer and coaching groups on social media platforms, could increase participation from individuals working within the health and fitness industry.
Additionally, future studies should consider expanding the questionnaire to include questions related to the sources of nutrition knowledge, as well as how participants accessed the survey, to provide greater context and understanding of engagement pathways. While the A-NSKQ proved effective in assessing nutrition knowledge, consideration could also be given to using the full Nutrition for Sport Knowledge Questionnaire (NSKQ) to obtain more detailed insights. However, it is acknowledged that this may reduce response rates due to increased participant burden, highlighting the need to balance depth of data with feasibility and participation.
Overall, this reflection demonstrates that while the chosen methodology was appropriate and effective for achieving the research aims, future research would benefit from more targeted recruitment strategies and enhanced data collection methods to improve both the depth and representativeness of findings.
Furthermore, critical reflection on the research process requires consideration of ethical principles and the potential impact on participants. Ethical considerations were appropriately addressed throughout the study. Participation was voluntary, informed consent was obtained, and data were collected anonymously in accordance with GDPR guidelines. The use of an online questionnaire reduced potential risks and allowed participants to respond honestly without pressure or identification.
However, evaluating the research process more critically highlights ethical considerations beyond procedural requirements. In particular, the inclusion of individuals working within the health and fitness industry, such as personal trainers, may have introduced an element of perceived pressure. Given their professional role, participants may have felt expected to demonstrate a higher level of nutrition knowledge, potentially leading to feelings of inadequacy or influencing responses through guessing or socially desirable answering.
A deeper analysis suggests that ethical considerations extend beyond anonymity and consent to include the psychological experience of participants. Even in low-risk research, there is potential for unintended emotional impact, particularly when individuals are assessed on knowledge related to their professional identity. This highlights the importance of ensuring that participants feel comfortable, supported, and free from judgement throughout the research process.
In evaluating the ethical implications of this study, it was considered that future research should place greater emphasis on clearly communicating participants’ rights and expectations. This includes explicitly stating that participants can withdraw at any time without consequence, that the questionnaire is not a test of competence, and that responses are confidential and used solely for research purposes. Additionally, providing reassurance that the study aims to understand general trends rather than evaluate individual ability may help to reduce perceived pressure.
Overall, while ethical standards were met, this reflection demonstrates that ethical practice extends beyond formal procedures and requires consideration of participants’ emotional responses and experiences. Future studies should therefore adopt a more participant-centred approach to ensure both ethical integrity and positive participant engagement.

The implications for your future study and practice 
Reflecting on the descriptive stage of Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle, it became evident that a simple and structured methodological approach was highly effective in supporting both data collection and researcher confidence. The decision to use a short and accessible questionnaire reduced the risk of becoming overwhelmed during the research process and enabled efficient data collection within the given timeframe. The process of collecting and analysing data was both engaging and enjoyable, and initial concerns regarding participant numbers were alleviated by a satisfactory response rate. It was particularly notable that a higher proportion of female participants engaged with the study, prompting consideration of whether this reflects a greater willingness among females to participate in research or the demographic composition of the health and fitness environment.
When evaluating this experience, several strengths and limitations can be identified. A key strength was the simplicity of the questionnaire, which reduced participant burden and acknowledged the time constraints of individuals with busy lifestyles, likely contributing to the response rate and overall feasibility of the study. However, this simplicity also limited the depth of data collected. Additional questions could have provided greater context, such as identifying which recruitment methods were most effective or exploring participants’ sources of nutrition knowledge. This would have enhanced both the quality and applicability of the findings.
Consistent with Gibbs’ analysis stage, reflection on these findings suggested that participant engagement may have been influenced by both practical and psychological factors. For example, the lower participation of individuals working within the health and fitness industry may reflect perceived expectations, whereby professionals feel they should already possess a high level of nutrition knowledge, potentially leading to avoidance if confidence is low. This may reflect the influence of demand characteristics (Orne, 1962), where participants modify their behaviour or responses based on perceived expectations of the study. For example, individuals may provide answers they believe are desirable or expected, rather than reflecting their true knowledge, which may impact the validity of the findings. This highlights the importance of considering how research topics may be perceived by different participant groups and how this may influence engagement. Furthermore, ethical considerations extend beyond procedural requirements, as knowledge-based assessments may unintentionally create pressure or discomfort, particularly when linked to professional identity. It is therefore important that future research ensures participants feel supported rather than judged, with clear communication around confidentiality, voluntary participation, and the purpose of the research.
In conclusion, the study demonstrated that the A-NSKQ is an effective tool for assessing nutrition knowledge, particularly when combined with a simple and accessible research design. However, future research would benefit from incorporating additional questions to enhance the depth of data collected. There is also potential to explore the relationship between nutrition knowledge and actual dietary behaviour; however, it is acknowledged that methods such as food diaries may introduce bias, as participants may not accurately record their intake.
In analysing the outcomes of this study, it was considered that future research should build on these findings by maintaining the use of the A-NSKQ while expanding the methodology to include additional data collection measures. This may involve incorporating questions related to recruitment methods and sources of nutrition knowledge, as well as exploring more applied approaches, such as assessing dietary habits or implementing testing or intervention-based designs.
Importantly, the findings also have clear implications for professional practice within the health and fitness industry. The results suggest that engagement in exercise or employment within the sector does not necessarily equate to adequate nutrition knowledge. This highlights a need for improved, evidence-based nutrition education among personal trainers, coaches, and fitness professionals, who are often in positions of influence when providing informal dietary advice. In a workplace context, this may involve greater emphasis on continuing professional development, clearer recognition of scope of practice, and collaboration with qualified nutrition professionals where appropriate.
Furthermore, this highlights that, although the study assessed nutrition knowledge, it did not examine how this knowledge is applied in real-world behaviours. This represents a limitation, as knowledge does not necessarily translate into practice. Future research should therefore aim to explore the relationship between knowledge and behaviour.
From a professional perspective, this research has reinforced a strong interest in women’s health, particularly given the high level of engagement observed within this group. Moving forward, this will inform the development of targeted, evidence-based approaches to support nutrition knowledge and behaviour change within female populations, contributing to improved health outcomes and more effective practice. 
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