
Section 1: Research Focus and Relevance
This section helps you understand exactly what the study investigated and why it matters.

Main Aim of the Study

Summarise the primary purpose of the research in one or two sentences. Look for statements of the research question, objective, or hypothesis in the introduction.

Why is this Study Relevant to Sport, Exercise, or Health?
Explain why the findings could be important. Consider:
· Performance enhancement
· Injury prevention
· Rehabilitation
· Health improvement
· Practical coaching or clinical applications
Try to connect the study to a real-world problem or question.

Using the PICO Framework
The PICO framework helps break down the research question into key components:

Population (P)
· Who participated in the study?
· Consider age, sex, training status, health condition, or other relevant characteristics.
Examples:
· Elite cyclists
· Recreational runners
· Older adults with hypertension

Intervention (I)
· What treatment, programme, or strategy was tested?
Examples:
· Resistance training programme
· HIIT intervention
· Dietary supplement

Comparison (C)
· What was the intervention compared against?
Examples:
· Control group
· Placebo
· Alternative training programme

Outcomes (O)
· What variables were measured to determine effectiveness?
Examples:
· Strength
· VO₂max
· Body composition
· Blood pressure
· Injury rates

Section 2: Study Design, Methods and Validity
This section focuses on whether the study was conducted in a way that produces trustworthy results.

What Type of Study is This?

Common study designs include:
Randomised Controlled Trial (RCT)
· Participants are randomly allocated to groups.
· Generally considered one of the strongest methods for testing interventions.
Cohort Study
· Participants are followed over time.
· Useful for examining associations and long-term outcomes.
Cross-Sectional Study
· Data collected at a single time point.
· Useful for identifying relationships but not cause-and-effect.
Case Study
· Detailed investigation of one individual or a small group.
Systematic Review or Meta-Analysis
· Synthesises evidence from multiple studies.

Is the Sample Size Appropriate?
Consider:
· Was a sample size calculation or power analysis reported?
· Was the sample large enough to detect meaningful differences?
· Could a small sample increase the likelihood of inaccurate conclusions?
Remember that larger samples generally provide more reliable estimates than very small samples.

Randomisation or Matching
If applicable:
· Were participants randomly assigned?
· Was the randomisation method described?
· If groups were matched, was matching done appropriately?
Proper group allocation helps reduce selection bias.

Were the Methods Clearly Described and Replicable?
Ask yourself:
· Could another researcher repeat the study using the information provided?
· Were procedures described in enough detail?
· Were equipment, testing protocols, and intervention details reported clearly?
Good studies provide sufficient detail for replication.


Intervention Fidelity
Fidelity refers to whether the intervention was delivered as intended.
Consider:
· Were all participants exposed to the same intervention?
· Was attendance or compliance monitored?
· Did researchers report adherence rates?
Poor fidelity can weaken confidence in the findings.

Potential Sources of Bias
Bias can influence results and reduce validity.

Common examples include:
Selection Bias
· Groups differ before the intervention begins.
Performance Bias
· Participants or researchers behave differently because they know the group allocation.
Measurement Bias
· Outcome measures are inaccurate or assessed inconsistently.
Attrition Bias
· Participants drop out, potentially affecting results.
Reporting Bias
· Only selected results are presented.

Impact of Bias
Consider:
· Would the bias likely exaggerate the effects?
· Could the bias mask a true effect?
· How much confidence should readers place in the findings?

Section 3: Results and Interpretation
This section evaluates what the study found and whether those findings are meaningful.

Main Findings
Summarise the most important results.
Focus on:
· Primary outcomes
· Key statistical findings
· Differences between groups
Avoid simply copying statements from the paper.

Statistical Significance vs Practical Significance
Statistical Significance
· Usually indicated by p-values.
· Suggests whether findings are unlikely to have occurred by chance.
Practical Significance
· Considers whether the effect is large enough to matter in real life.
A statistically significant result may not always be practically important.
Effect Size
Effect size provides information about the magnitude of the intervention's impact.
Examples include:
· Cohen's d
· Partial eta squared
· Standardised mean difference
When interpreting effect sizes, consider whether the change would be meaningful to athletes, coaches, practitioners, or patients.

Do the Results Support the Authors' Conclusions?
Ask yourself:
· Are the conclusions directly supported by the data?
· Did the authors make claims beyond what the study can demonstrate?
· Were study limitations considered appropriately?
Be alert for overgeneralisation.

Section 4: Applicability and Implementation
Evidence can only be useful if it can be realistically applied.

Applicability to Different Populations
Consider whether the findings would apply to:
· Different age groups
· Different sexes
· Different training levels
· Clinical populations
· Different cultural or geographical settings
A finding in elite athletes may not apply to the general population.

Applicability to Real-World Settings
Think about:
· Time requirements
· Cost
· Equipment needs
· Staffing requirements
· Participant commitment
An intervention may be effective in a laboratory but difficult to implement in practice.

Barriers to Implementation
Potential barriers include:
· Limited resources
· Lack of specialist equipment
· Poor participant adherence
· Financial constraints
· Safety concerns



Application in Practice
Consider whether you would use the intervention yourself.
Explain:
· Why or why not
· In which context
· Under what conditions
Support your reasoning with evidence from the paper.

Section 5: Overall Evidence Judgement
This section requires you to form an overall opinion of the study.

Overall Judgement
When reaching your judgement, consider:
· Study design
· Sample size
· Risk of bias
· Quality of methods
· Strength of results
· Applicability
A strong study is not simply one that finds a significant result; it is one that uses robust methods to generate trustworthy evidence.

One-Sentence Recommendation
Provide a concise evidence-based recommendation.
For example:
"I would cautiously recommend this intervention because the study demonstrated meaningful benefits, although the small sample size limits confidence in the findings."

Section 6: Critical Reflection
Reflection encourages deeper learning about the appraisal process.

What Did You Learn?
Think about:
· Research design
· Bias
· Statistical analysis
· Translating research into practice
· Evidence-based decision making
Focus on what the paper taught you about evaluating research rather than simply describing the paper itself.

What Would You Explore Further?
Possible areas include:
· Different populations
· Longer intervention durations
· Alternative outcome measures
· Mechanisms explaining the results
· Additional studies on the same topic

Section 7: Extension - Media and Misinterpretation
Scientific findings are often simplified or exaggerated when communicated to the public.

How Might This Study be Misrepresented?
Consider how a media headline, social media post, or podcast might present the findings.
For example:
"New training method doubles athletic performance!"

What Claims Could Exaggerate the Evidence?
Think critically about claims that:
· Ignore study limitations
· Confuse association with causation
· Overstate the size of effects
· Generalise findings beyond the study population
A key skill in evidence-based practice is recognising when communication extends beyond what the evidence actually supports.

Final Tips
When completing the worksheet:
· Be analytical rather than descriptive.
· Support your opinions with evidence from the paper.
· Consider both strengths and limitations.
· Distinguish between statistical significance and practical importance.
· Think about how the findings would translate into real-world practice.
· Remember that a single study rarely provides definitive evidence; findings should always be considered alongside the wider body of research.

Common Mistake to Avoid
A critical appraisal is not a summary of a paper. It is an evaluation of how much confidence can be placed in the findings and whether those findings should influence practice. 

