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What we're 
going to 
think about

• Why do you want to teach critical appraisal?

• What are you going to teach them?

• How are you going to do it?



Introductions

• Several years working in Medicines 
Advice / DTG – Leeds Teaching 
Hospitals, Chesterfield, Sherwood 
Forest Hospitals

• Many years teaching critical 
appraisal on the UKMI introductory 
course with Steve

• "I've got a podcast, you know..."



The Potato 
Paradox

• You have 100kg of potatoes. They 
are 99% water

• You dehydrate them overnight so 
they are now 98% water

• How much do your potatoes 
weigh now?



Why do you 
want to 
teach critical 
appraisal?

• Why is it important?

• How does it make life better?

• What happens if you don't "do" critical 
appraisal?



You need to teach 
the "why" before 
you can teach the 
"how"...



Critical Appraisal –
what's your sales 
pitch?

• You've got 10 minutes of your 
education and training lead's time 
– what are you going to tell 
them?



Potential 
arguments 
against:

"We only need one Drug and 
Therapeutics pharmacist"

"It's something you only use during your 
diploma"

"It's too hard and not that useful – spend 
that time teaching something else"

"NICE does it all for you now – leave it to 
the experts!"



Potential 
arguments 
for:

Critical appraisal isn't a skill, it's a way of life - if 
you aren't thinking critically about what we're giving patients, 
what are you doing?

It's not all CASP tools, primary literature analysis and new 
medicines – guidelines, guidance and current practice need 
critically appraising too

You probably could get through life without critical appraisal, 
but it would be slower, more painful and less joyful than it 
needs to be – like getting through life without shoes

Critical appraisal is about explaining how good we think 
something is, and how confident we are in our opinions –
sounds very much like core pharmacy!



Critical appraisal is about 
being able to explain 
how good we think a
treatment is, and how
confident we are in our 
opinions



What are 
you going to 
teach them?

• What are you going to put in your 
curriculum?

• What are you going to leave out?



What are we training people to do?

PASSENGER DRIVER ENTHUSIAST MECHANIC BUILDER



"Critical appraisal is about being able to 
explain how good we think a treatment is, 
and how confident we are in our opinion""



There's no one 
target for teaching 
– we want to move 
everyone along on 
their own course



Building a curriculum

How good do 
we think a 

treatment is?

How confident 
are we in our 

opinions?

What should 
we teach?

What should 
we signpost 

to?

What 
should we 

bin?



Thinking about individual papers:

Step 1: Are we interested 
in this paper at all?

• Is reading the paper likely to 
change the way you treat a 
patient / approach a 
problem?

1

Step 2: Is the paper valid?

• Can the paper tell you what it 
claims to be able to?

2

Step 3: If your paper is 
valid, are the results 
meaningful?

• Will your patient care?

3



Are we interested in the paper in the first place?

• Population

• Who are they treating? Are they similar to who you are wanting to treat?

• Intervention

• What are they doing? Is this the same as what you plan to do?

• Control

• What’s it being compared to? Is this fair?

• Outcome

• What’s counts as a success? Is this what we care about?



What’s the quality of the trial?

If thinking about the PICO things suggests you’re interested in the paper, need to start 
thinking about its quality:

• What sort of trial is it? RCT? Something else?

• What is it attempting to show? Better than alternatives (superior)? As good as 
alternatives (non-inferior)?

• Where's the bias?







Self test 
with a real 
trial -
Taffix

https://www.researchsquare.com/article/rs-100328/v1

Step 1: Are we interested in the trial at all – what’s it trying to tell us?

Step 2: Do we believe the trial – is it well enough designed?

https://www.researchsquare.com/article/rs-100328/v1


A summary 
of the 
summary 
statistics

Statistic Range "does nothing" 
value

Over-simplified 
description

Absolute Risk 
Reduction

-100% to +100% 0 "What percentage of 
everyone treated will 

have a different 
outcome?"

Relative Risk 
Reduction

-infinity% to 
+100%

0 "What percentage of 
the people who would 
have been harmed will 

have a different 
outcome?"

Number 
Needed to 
Treat

-1 (kind of) to 
+1

Infinity "How many people do 
I need to treat for 1 to 

have a different 
outcome?"

Odds Ratio (or 
anything that's 
a ratio)

0 to infinity 1 No-one knows. Only 
used by statisticians 

and perverts



Absolute risks

“30% of people without treatment had an event, compared to 25% of people with treatment”

Absolute risk reduction

“5% of people you treat will have a different 
outcome compared to if you didn’t treat them”

Relative risk reduction

“17% of of the events that would have happened
if you didn’t treat anyone, won’t happen if you 
do”

Odds ratio

“0.78”



The Goldilocks Zone

More information –
fuller explanation

More summarising –
easier to do maths with

Narrative description (“in a trial of 
200 people…”)

Absolute risks (7% with treatment vs 
8% with placebo)

Absolute risk reduction 
(benefits 1% of people)

Relative risk reduction 
(removes 12.5% of the risk)

Odds ratio (0.87)
Remove all 
meaning

Remove the 
background risk

Distil to a 
single number

Summarise 
to a stat



How are you 
going to 
teach them 
stuff?

• What's the "best way" to teach critical 
appraisal?

• How can you make it "sticky"?

• How do you make it not boring?



Be interested 
yourself – that then 
makes it interesting 
for others



Don't worry about 
them forgetting the 
"how" - that's what 
Google is for. Focus 
on the "why"



Make it relevant –
look for opportunities 
to use the skills 
yourself



Close – have 
we done 
what we said 
we would?

• Why do you want to teach critical appraisal?

• What are you going to teach them?

• How are you going to do it?
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