
Reflective Practice as evidence for decision making 
 

 
Particularly in medical professions, evidence based practice and reflective thinking are two 
of the most important professional skills required when making decisions. Without 
reflective thinking, it would be almost impossible to be able to learn from mistakes and 
improve on professional decision making. Decision making is vital in clinical practice because 
the outcome can have a huge, or even life-changing impact on a patient’s life.  
 
Evidence based practice (EBP) can be described as the use of current, valid and best 
available evidence alongside a high level of expertise in order to be able to make informed 
decisions regarding patients in the health care field (Titler, 2008). Within the subject of 
evidence based practice, it is important to consider what evidence is and the variety of 
different sources that can be used.  

 
Figure 1: Evidence Based Practice Model (Shlonsky and Gibbs, 2004). 
 
In simple terms, evidence is a form of material that can be used to prove whether 
something is true or not true (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). As shown in figure 1, evidence 
can be subdivided into 3 different sections: clinical expertise, best research evidence and 
patient/owner opinions and preferences (Toon, 2014). Particularly in the case of veterinary 
and medical occupations, a combination of these three factors are used to determine the 
most accurate diagnosis and the best course of action for a patient. Whether a professional 
practitioner undertakes evidence based practice effectively or not, all depends on whether 
they use the right sources of evidence that are available to them. For example, the use of 
scientific based evidence in research papers and peer-reviewed articles are much more 
reliable than if a professional was to base their clinical decision purely on anecdotal 
evidence, or the personal opinion of one veterinary surgeon that they may have spoken to. 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2659/
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/f9d4/7545014166b07df209af028c3f62fe1cc91a.pdf
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/evidence
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4338513/


 
Figure 2: The traditional hierarchy of evidence based medicine (QUT Library, 2019). 
 
The pyramid in figure 2 shows which sources of evidence are of best quality, in order from 
the best at the top, down to the least reliable at the bottom. The best evidence based 
practice would use the best sources of evidence.  
 
Alongside evidence based practice comes reflective practice. Reflective practice is a method 
used to study and analyse your own experiences in order to be able to improve how you 
work in the future (Koshy et al, 2017). The idea of it is to be able to identify where certain 
decisions that you have made may have led to things either being a success or going wrong. 
Most importantly, reflective practice is being able to learn from the experience.  
Examples of what reflective practice could be used to reflect on in the field of veterinary 
medicine include things as simple as a dissatisfied patient, to things more serious like post-
operative complications, a missed diagnosis or even a failed procedure. These examples are 
all things that could go wrong, and reflecting on these involves working out whether there is 
anything that might have been done differently to prevent it from happening again in the 
future.  
Although most reflective practice is centred around errors, it is also extremely important for 
professionals to use it to look back on things that have been successful. For example, 
veterinary surgeons use reflective practice to look back on things like ‘thank you’ letters 
from clients, successful revivals from a cardiac arrest, an extremely hard procedure which 
has been performed well, and so forth. This is hugely important in confidence building and 
providing a rewarding feeling, which encourages surgeons to be able to do the same thing 
again the next time.  
 
There are several important steps to reflective practice, which are well displayed and 
described by the reflective learning cycle produced by Gibbs in figure 3 (see below).  

https://www.library.qut.edu.au/search/getstarted/howtofind/evidencebased/evidenceexplained.jsp
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/ssid/301/study-skills/university-study/reflective-practice
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5673148/


 
Figure 3: The stages of Gibbs’ Reflective Learning Cycle (University of Sheffield, 2019). 
 
This cycle is used by many practitioners to help them reflect on their experiences at work 
and learn from them so that they can use it to help them constantly excel and improve in 
the workplace.  
As quoted by Jill Macdonald, (a qualified veterinary nurse): “Reflective practice is one of the 
fundamental aspects of being a professional”. Reflective practice comes with the benefits of 
retaining and consolidating information, using what you have learned and applying it to 
everyday work practice, as well as sharing it with others to help them learn too.  
 
A specific example of where reflective practice may be used as evidence for decision making 
could be when considering the best choice for an old dog who has been seriously injured 
after being hit by a car. A veterinary surgeon may decide that a leg amputation is the best 
option for the dog at that time. However, on reflection, it may have been more beneficial to 
explore other options such as a more minor surgery, or for the dog to have been 
euthanised, due to its age and the suffering. When looking back on this in future cases, the 
vet can use it as evidence to help them make different decisions in other similar incidents.  
 
When comparing the two, both evidence based practice and reflective practice are vital 
thinking skills necessary to be able to analyse critical clinical decisions (Fontaine, 2018).  It is 
important that veterinarians are able to make good clinical decisions using evidence based 
practice as well as then being able to use reflective practice to analyse the decision that 
they have made. This therefore enables them to keep improving the way that they practice 
and make decisions in future cases.  
Overall, it is clear that evidence based practice and reflective practice both work with each 
other hand-in-hand to produce the best decision making in professions. Together they 
enhance professionalism and encourage self-directed learning. 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/ssid/301/study-skills/university-study/reflective-practice
https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/blog/learning-from-reflection/
https://www.magonlinelibrary.com/doi/abs/10.12968/vetn.2018.9.7.340
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