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Background
Increasing physical activity (PA) is a global public health priority.1 For decades, exercise referral schemes (ERS) have been a popular way for healthcare professionals in primary and secondary care to help patients increase their PA.
Delivery of ERS varies widely, with the construction of an evidence base informing ‘what works best’ limited by a lack of understanding about what individual schemes deliver and how.2 Between-scheme analyses are extremely challenging due to varying quality of reporting (eg, of scheme delivery components and processes) and evaluations.3 4 As a consequence, overviews of ERS evidence5 6 are flawed by combining heterogeneous interventions (eg, falls prevention via physiotherapist referral and hypertension management via general practitioner (GP) referral) and datasets.



  




Collectively, the underwhelming findings of such overviews lead to concerns over commissioning ERS, and the inability of national policy and best practice guidelines to recommend a ‘gold standard’ structure, or even comment on ‘what good looks like’.5 We do not know whether local tailoring of ERS is more effective and efficient than a standardised approach.
To advance knowledge … 
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