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What is critical appraisal? It is the process of systematically examining research evidence to assess its validity, reliability and relevance before using it to inform a decision. 
(Adapted from Hill H & Spittlehouse C, EBM 2001; 3:2)

Validity: To what extent is the study a close representation of the “truth”?

Reliability: Are the results credible and repeatable?

Relevance: Will the results help me in my own research or practice?

Getting started:

1. Set up a journal club, to practice and perfect your skills

· Identify a leader and set up a regular meeting time

· Send scenario and paper to everyone before the meeting

2. Remember or create a suitable scenario, to provide a practical focus for discussion

3. Find a relevant paper

4. Choose an appropriate checklist, to ensure you don’t miss anything and/or encourage participation.

Further reading:

1. University of Sheffield School of Health and Related Research (ScHARR). Critical appraisal and using the literature. Available at: www.shef.ac.uk/scharr/ir/units/critapp (Accessed May 2008).
2. Trisha Greenhalgh. How to read a paper. A readable and practical series, originally published in the British Medical Journal (www.bmj.com), and now available as a book – Greenhalgh T. How to read a paper. Oxford: BMJ Books; 2007.

3. Hill A & Spittlehouse C. What is critical appraisal? Available at: www.jr2.ox.ac.uk/bandolier/painres/download/whatis/What_is_critical_appraisal.pdf (Accessed May 2008).

Critical appraisal checklists:

1. Critical Appraisal Skills Progamme (CASP). Appraisal tools for systematic reviews, randomised controlled trials, qualitative research, economic evaluation studies, cohort studies, case control studies, diagnostic test studies. Available at: www.phru.nhs.uk/Pages/PHD/resources.htm (Accessed May 2008).
2. Discern. Instrument for assessing consumer health information websites: Available at: www.discern.org.uk/discern_instrument.php (Accessed May 2008).
3. CriSTAL. Key questions to help you make sense of a user study. Available at: www.shef.ac.uk/scharr/eblib/use.htm (Accessed May 2008).
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