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NICE Recommendations:

1. Policy makers/commissioners should not
fund, and primary care practitioners should 
not refer people to, exercise referral 
schemes for people who are sedentary or 
inactive but otherwise healthy.

2. Policy makers/commissioners should fund, 
and primary care practitioners should refer 
people to exercise referral schemes 
incorporating recommendations 7-10 of 
‘Behaviour change: individual approaches” 
(NICE public health guidance 49) 

3. Public Health England should develop and 
manage a system to collate local data on 
exercise referral schemes



ukactive Research Institute

NICE Recommendations:

1. Policy makers/commissioners should not
fund, and primary care practitioners should 
not refer people to, exercise referral 
schemes for people who are sedentary or 
inactive but otherwise healthy.

2. Policy makers/commissioners should fund, 
and primary care practitioners should refer 
people to exercise referral schemes 
incorporating recommendations 7-10 of 
‘Behaviour change: individual approaches” 
(NICE public health guidance 49) 

3. Public Health England should develop and 
manage a system to collate local data on 
exercise referral schemes



Background 

• In 2016 ukactive formed a partnership 
with ReferAll and the NCSEM Sheffield

• Work began in 2017 by ukactive Research 
Institute examining and analysing the 
initial database

• Development of plans to enhance the 
databases potential and enable continued 
evaluation of referral pathways at a 
national level

• Looking to positioned to support the NHS 
Long Term Plan, activation of link workers 
and social prescribing, and the current 
preventative agenda
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Initial overview and findings 
• Pre printed at SportRχiv

https://osf.io/preprints/sportrxiv/
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Summary so far…

• The first steps towards establishing a national database of 
exercise referral schemes have been taken.
• The current database is available upon request for researchers to access for 

analysis 

• The data we have analysed so far suggest that exercise referral 
schemes as currently delivered do not result in meaningful 
changes in:
• Physical activity levels
• Health and wellbeing outcomes

• So what are the next steps?
• Stop there and forget about exercise referral because it doesn’t seem to work?
• Or, consider the limitations of current evidence and how we can generate 

better data to enable continued evaluation, elevation of standards, and 
translation of efficacy into real world effectiveness?
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Overall Project Aim

To produce an open database of physical activity related referral 
schemes for researchers, practitioners, and decision makers to 

understand these schemes in greater detail

Current Aim

To source funding to support the overall project aim in terms of 
academic and technical development of the resource and 

platform
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Future plans for development
To improve data quality:

• Details of existing and new schemes 
• Using standardised reporting e.g. 

• CERT guidelines (Slade et al., 2016)

• Existing fidelity frameworks (Borelli, 2011)

• Incorporate wait-list control data capture where possible
• Review appropriateness of current outcome measures
• Standardise participant data capture 

• This might facilitate conduct of large simple trials to:
• Compare schemes, and understand what characteristics are 

optimal
• Consider participant level predictors of outcomes
• Causal modelling of scheme effects (Pearl & Mackenzie, 2018; Lederer et al., 2018)

• Target trial emulation approaches (Hernan and Robins, 2016)
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Future plans for development
Establishment as an open resource with:

• Continually updated data with version controls – Direct integration to ReferAll
system

• Schemes not using ReferAll provided with templates for contribution of data to 
the database

• Register requests for data with research questions and analysis plans specified

• Requests to be reviewed and publically pre-registered with an ‘in principle 
acceptance’ – in essence Registered Reports

• Hosting of any research reports using the database

• Directory of existing schemes, details, location etc.

• Dashboards and descriptive reporting to facilitate transmission of findings to 
practitioners and policy makers
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Future plans for development

• Over time, the database could incorporate new schemes and 
referral pathways (including wider social prescribing)

• Permit continued evaluation and refinement of policies and 
practice, thus setting and continually improving standards

• Novel schemes and pathways then compared against tried and 
tested standards
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Use case…

• Presented at conference, and pre-printed with support and 
interest from the academic community

• Key stakeholders and organisations have expressed interest in 
the resource and findings it might generate

• Practitioners and providers wish to get involved to provide 
further data and to understand what the evidence suggests in 
terms of best practice 
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• Over to you!

• What would you like to see in The 
National Referral Database?

• What research questions would it 
help you to answer?

• Any other questions?
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