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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY

This paper is part of a ‘how to…’ series aimed at supporting researchers from different specialist areas
to work together to summarise evidence regarding technology use with, by and for young children. This
paper focuses on how to conduct a scoping review. Another paper in this series focussed on how to
conduct a systematic review. A typical systematic review aims to find, appraise and synthesise a body of
evidence collated with very precise inclusion criteria to answer a specific research, policy or practice
question. A scoping review, on the other hand, will have a broader “scope” with correspondingly less
restrictive inclusion criteria with the aim of providing an understanding of what evidence does or does
not exist on a particular topic.
Scoping reviews are potentially a highly valuable approach to provide a trustworthy summary or map
of knowledge to support better outcomes for children growing up in a digital world. The purpose of this
paper is to provide a readily accessible resource of information on how to conduct transdisciplinary
scoping reviews. By ‘transdisciplinary’, we mean researchers from different discipline areas working
together with a shared understanding. For example, a review team could include an orthopaedic
surgeon, a software engineer and an educator. The scoping review process is conceptualised to include
a number of steps conducted in sequence, with potential for some iteration across steps. This ‘how to…’
guide builds on the prior frameworks and approaches and provides explanations of what to do at each
step, along with a curated list of resources relevant to each step, in a manner sensitive to diverse
disciplines.

In conducting a scoping review, first establish the need for the review and then determine if the
necessary resources to conduct the review are available. It is useful to incorporate end-users (the
people who will use the synthesis of evidence) early and throughout the process. A scoping review will
often have one primary objective/question. It could be a relatively broad question and may have
additional secondary (or sub) questions. A detailed plan for the scoping review should be written
before commencing. The aim of the search strategy in a scoping review is to be as comprehensive as
possible (taking into account time and resource restrictions). Captured reports are then screened to
remove reports that are not relevant. After screening relevant information from the included reports,
known as charting in scoping reviews, a summary of the evidence is then prepared and presented in a
report. The report may be published in an academic journal and or via another medium that is
accessible to those who might want to use this information.

Scoping reviews can be conducted to map key concepts, explore the extent of the literature, and inform
future research. Transdisciplinary scoping reviews can therefore provide an important mechanism for
not only aiding in transdisciplinary understanding of issues, but also for creating evidence summaries
that are relevant to end-user needs, supporting informed decision-making by those with the vision of a
digital world that benefits children.
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How to…conduct a transdisciplinary scoping review to support
evidence-based decision-making with, by and for young children

ABSTRACT

This paper is part of a ‘how to…’ series aimed at supporting transdisciplinary reviews regarding
technology use with, by and for young children. A scoping review can be used to identify gaps in the
literature, determine the nature of the evidence, and then make recommendations for future primary
research. These reviews are particularly useful for bringing together evidence from disparate or
heterogeneous sources and therefore lend themselves well to transdisciplinary research. The aim of
this paper is to provide a readily accessible resource of information on how to conduct transdisciplinary
scoping reviews. The scoping review process is conceptualised to include several steps conducted in
sequence, with potential for some iteration across steps. This ‘how to…’ guide builds on the prior
frameworks and approaches and provides explanations of what to do at each step, along with a curated
list of resources relevant to each step, in a manner sensitive to diverse disciplines. Transdisciplinary
scoping reviews can provide an important mechanism for not only aiding in transdisciplinary
understanding of issues, but for creating evidence summaries that are relevant to end-user needs.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper is part of a ‘how to…’series aimed at supporting transdisciplinary reviews regarding
technology use with, by and for young children. This paper focuses on how to conduct a scoping review.
Other papers in this series are focussed on how to conduct systematic, rapid and realist reviews
(Beynon and Straker, 2022a; Beynon and Straker, 2022b; Beynon and Straker, 2022c). A typical
systematic review aims to find, appraise and synthesise a body of evidence collated with very precise
inclusion criteria to answer a specific research, policy or practice question (or series of questions). A
scoping review, on the other hand, will have a broader “scope” with correspondingly less restrictive
inclusion criteria with the aim of providing an understanding of what evidence does or does not exist on
a particular topic.

Scoping reviews are also known as “mapping reviews” or “scoping studies” (Peters et al., 2020). A
scoping review can be used to identify gaps in the literature, determine the nature of the evidence, and
then make recommendations for future primary research (Centre for Reviews and Dissemination,
2008). Scoping review searches are usually extensive and as broad as possible, include a variety of
databases and can include both published and unpublished literature. Another difference between
scoping reviews and systematic reviews is that scoping reviews generally do not synthesis the evidence
in a meta-analysis; there is not typically a formal quality assessment of the included sources nor
assessment of certainty of the evidence (Khalil et al., 2016; Peters et al., 2015), which is commonly done
within systematic reviews. Rather, a scoping review intends to give an overview or ‘map’ or overall
summary of the evidence (Peters et al., 2020). As such, scoping reviews can be helpful to explore
emerging evidence, or as a precursor to a systematic review. Typically, scoping reviews are not
appropriate to answer practice questions (Centre for Reviews and Dissemination, 2008). Scoping
reviews can also be utilised to build “policy maps” by identifying and mapping evidence based on policy
documents and practice guidelines (Anderson et al., 2008).
As with all reviews, it is vital that there is a clear rationale for conducting the scoping review in the
protocol and in the final review report. Further, as a scoping review can be used for a range of reasons
and there is a broad nature to a scoping review. This approach is particularly useful for bringing
together evidence from disparate or heterogeneous sources (Peters et al., 2020) and therefore lends
itself well to transdisciplinary research (Straker et al., 2022).

There are a variety of reasons why a scoping review might be conducted. The most common reason for
conducting a scoping review is to investigate the breadth of the literature, map the evidence, and inform
future research (Tricco et al., 2016). More specifically, scoping reviews can be used: (Munn et al., 2018;
Armstrong et al., 2011)
•
•
•
•
•
•

As a precursor to a systematic review.
To identify the types of available evidence in a given field.
To identify and analyse knowledge gaps.
To clarify key concepts/ definitions in the literature.
To examine how research is conducted on a certain topic or field.
To identify key characteristics or factors related to a concept.
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Scoping reviews have a number of advantages and disadvantages, as summarised in Table 1.
TABLE 1 ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF SCOPING REVIEWS

Advantages

Disadvantages

Can be used to synthesise/summarise/map
evidence from multiple types of studies including
both quantitative and qualitative data

Typically don’t evaluate the quality of evidence
available

Can have a lower risk of bias as primary sources
of information included or excluded as processes
support identification of all relevant evidence,
reducing the chance of review authors selectively
including evidence supportive of their
perspective

Can be used to synthesis/summarise/map
evidence addressing a wide variety of types of
questions

Can be very time-consuming to complete, which
can be a barrier for both the author team and for
potential end-users (the decision makers) and
can require substantial resources, including
funded author time

Typically don’t provide guidance for practice,
policy or product

Provide a useful basis to guide future research

Scoping reviews can provide a potentially highly valuable method for developing a trustworthy
summary or map of knowledge to support better outcomes for children growing up in a digital world.

The purpose of this paper is to provide a readily accessible resource of information on how to conduct
transdisciplinary scoping reviews. The scoping review process is conceptualised to include a number of
steps conducted in sequence, with potential for some iteration across steps (see Table 2). Some steps
may not be relevant to every review, so steps may need to be skipped. Before starting a scoping review,
it is helpful to understand all the steps involved.
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TABLE 2 STEPS INVOLVED IN CONDUCTING A SCOPING REVIEW

Preliminary Activities: Determine need for the review and resources available
Step 1

Engage and involve users: Develop an advisory group to ensure uptake of review

Step 3

Write a protocol: Establish the methods

Step 2

Step 4
Step 5
Step 6
Step 7
Step 8
Step 9

Step 10

Define and formulate the objective/s and research question/s: Understand purpose of
review

Search for evidence: Locate available reports
Select the evidence: Include relevant reports
Extract data: Chart the relevant information

Formulate a synthesis: Collate and summarise the results
Write the report: Putting everything together

Disseminate: Make academic community aware of the findings

Translate knowledge and engage end-users: Help end-users apply the evidence

Follow-up activities: renewal watch, update as needed

The framework for conducting a scoping review was originally proposed by Arksey and O’Malley
(2005) and their work has been instrumental in the conduct of many scoping reviews. The framework
by Arksey and O’Malley was augmented by the work of Levac and colleagues (2010). Both of these
frameworks have underpinned the development of the Joanna Briggs Institute approach to the conduct
of scoping reviews (Peters et al., 2020). This ‘how to…’ guide builds on the prior frameworks and
approaches and provides explanations of what to do at each step, along with a curated list of resources
relevant to each step, in a manner sensitive to diverse disciplines.
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RESOURCES
•

•

•

•

•

Arksey, H., & O'Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: towards a methodological framework.
International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8(1), 19-32.
o Available at: http://doi.org/10.1080/1364557032000119616
o Original framework for conducting a scoping review

Levac, D., Colquhoun, H., & O'Brien, K. K. (2010). Scoping studies: advancing the methodology.
Implementation Science, 5(1), 1-9.
o Available at: https://doi.org/10.1186/1748-5908-5-69
o Framework for conducting scoping reviews

The Joanna Briggs Institute, named after the first matron of the Royal Adelaide Hospital, was
established in Australia to ensure appropriate information is accessible to those making
healthcare policy and practice decisions. The Institute has pioneered the use of systematic
reviews across a broader range of data, disciplines and questions, from quantitative through to
qualitative studies, than the Cochrane Collaboration, and has developed material to support
other types of reviews, including scoping reviews.
o Peters, M. D., Godfrey, C., McInerney, P., Munn, Z., Tricco, A. C., & Khalil, H. (2020).
Chapter 11: scoping reviews (2020 version). In E. Aromataris & Z. Munn (Eds.), JBI
Manual for Evidence Synthesis: JBI. Available from https://synthesismanual.jbi.global.
https://doi.org/10.46658/JBIMES-20-12.
o This manual provides detailed formal guidance resources for systematic reviews but
chapter 11 focused on conducting scoping reviews.

PRISMA extension for scoping reviews
o Tricco, A. C., Lillie, E., Zarin, W., O'Brien, K. K., Colquhoun, H., Levac, D., . . . Weeks, L.
(2018). PRISMA extension for scoping reviews (PRISMA-ScR): checklist and explanation.
Annals of Internal Medicine, 169(7), 467-473.
o Checklist and explanation for reporting scoping reviews
The Cochrane Collaboration was established in 1993 in the UK to synthesise medical research
evidence from randomised controlled trials and provides a wealth of resources to support
systematic reviews focussed on health. It now covers some non-randomised controlled study
designs and also provides materials specifically on scoping reviews.
o Available at https://cccrg.cochrane.org/resources
o Cochrane Consumers and Communication Group: Scoping reviews what are they and
how can you do them:
o Available at: https://training.cochrane.org/resource/scoping-reviews-what-they-areand-how-you-can-do-them
o https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLxFw8aTtvq-feew0lgsEzDpZp9m0dwq9M
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Following the model of the Cochrane Collaboration reviews on health interventions, the
Campbell Collaboration was established in 2000 in the USA to promote positive social and
economic change, initially through systematic reviews of research evidence on the effectiveness
of social interventions. (Littell 2018; Petrosino 2013). It now also includes ‘evidence and gap
map’ reviews and covers a broad range of social issues including education, business, crime,
disability, international development and social welfare.
o available at https://www.campbellcollaboration.org/evidence-gap-maps.html
o White, H., Albers, B., Gaarder, M., Kornør, H., Littell, J., Marshall, Z., . . . Waddington, H.
(2020). Guidance for producing a Campbell evidence and gap map. Campbell Systematic
Reviews, 16(4), e1125. https://doi.org/10.1002/cl2.1125

REFERENCES

Anderson, S., Allen, P., Peckham, S., & Goodwin, N. (2008). Asking the right questions: scoping studies in
the commissioning of research on the organisation and delivery of health services. Health
Research Policy and Systems, 6(1), 1-12.
Arksey, H., & O'Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: towards a methodological framework. International
Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8(1), 19-32.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1364557032000119616
Armstrong, R., Hall, B. J., Doyle, J., & Waters, E. (2011). ‘Scoping the scope’of a cochrane review. Journal
of Public Health, 33(1), 147-150.
Beynon, A., & Straker, L. (2022a). How to ….. conduct a transdisciplinary systematic review (with or
without meta-analyses) to support evidence-based decision making with, by and for young
children. Digital Child Working Paper 2022-02, ARC Centre of Excellence for the Digital Child,
Brisbane, Australia.
Beynon, A., & Straker, L. (2022b). How to conduct a transdisciplinary rapid review to support decisionmaking regarding children and digital technology. Digital Child Working Paper 2022-04, ARC
Centre of Excellence for the Digital Child, Brisbane, Australia.
Beynon, A., & Straker, L. (2022c). How to conduct a transdisciplinary realist review to support decisionmaking regarding children and digital technology. Digital Child Working Paper 2022-05, ARC
Centre of Excellence for the Digital Child, Brisbane, Australia.
Centre for Reviews and Dissemination. (2008). Systematic reviews: CRD’s Guidance for Undertaking
Reviews in Healthcare UK: University of York.
Khalil, H., Peters, M., Godfrey, C. M., McInerney, P., Soares, C. B., & Parker, D. (2016). An evidence‐based
approach to scoping reviews. Worldviews on Evidence‐Based Nursing, 13(2), 118-123.
Levac, D., Colquhoun, H., & O'Brien, K. K. (2010). Scoping studies: advancing the methodology.
Implementation Science, 5(1), 1-9.
Littell, J. H., & White, H. (2018). The Campbell Collaboration: Providing better evidence for a better
world. Research on Social Work Practice, 28(1), 6-12.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731517703748
Munn, Z., Peters, M. D., Stern, C., Tufanaru, C., McArthur, A., & Aromataris, E. (2018). Systematic review
or scoping review? Guidance for authors when choosing between a systematic or scoping
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review approach. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 18(1), 1-7.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-018-0611-x
Peters, M. D., Godfrey, C., McInerney, P., Munn, Z., Tricco, A. C., & Khalil, H. (2020). Chapter 11: scoping
reviews (2020 version). In E. Aromataris & Z. Munn (Eds.), JBI Manual for Evidence Synthesis:
JBI. Available from https://synthesismanual.jbi.global. https://doi.org/10.46658/JBIMES-2012.
Peters, M. D., Godfrey, C. M., Khalil, H., McInerney, P., Parker, D., & Soares, C. B. (2015). Guidance for
conducting systematic scoping reviews. JBI Evidence Implementation, 13(3), 141-146.
http://doi.org/10.1097/XEB.0000000000000050
Petrosino, A. (2013). Reflections on the genesis of the Campbell Collaboration. The Experimental
Criminologist, 8(2), 9-12.
Straker, L., Beynon, A., Smith, S., Johnson, D., Wyeth, P., Sefton-Green, J., & Kervin, L. (2022). Towards a
transdisciplinary approach to evidence-based decision making regarding digital technology use
with, by and for children. Digital Child Working Paper 2022-01, ARC Centre of Excellence for the
Digital Child, Brisbane, Australia.
Tricco, A. C., Lillie, E., Zarin, W., O’Brien, K., Colquhoun, H., Kastner, M., . . . Wilson, K. (2016). A scoping
review on the conduct and reporting of scoping reviews. BMC Medical Research Methodology,
16(1), 1-10.
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Preliminary activities: Determine need for the review and available
resources
A: Determine if a scoping review is needed or desirable
•

It is important to understand the need and thus rationale for conducting the scoping review. The
rationale should be considered in the context of what is already known on the topic. Specifically,
consider why the review questions/objectives should be addressed through a scoping review.
o

•

One example is when it is unclear what information about a certain topic is available in the
literature and it is worthwhile identifying and mapping the evidence. Consider what
mapping the evidence would accomplish in the context of the objective of the review. If the
objective of the review is to inform clinical guidelines, to answer practice questions
meaningfully, or to provide evidence to inform policy, then consider conducting a different
type of review, such as a systematic review (Munn et al., 2018). However, if the objective is
not to ask a single precise question but rather to identify evidence on certain characteristics
or concepts, then a scoping review could be a better choice. Consider who will use the
results of the review and how.

Before commencing a review, check if there are existing or ongoing reviews on that question. If
there are existing scoping reviews or systematic reviews on the topic, then there should be
justification for why the proposed review will differ from the reviews already done.
o

Check the major databases to determine no published review (or protocol) on the same
topic exists. Search preliminary relevant databases, such as: JBI Evidence Synthesis,
Cochrane Database, PubMed/MEDLINE, EmBase, PROSPERO, DARE (Database of Abstracts
of Reviews of Effects), CareData, Educational research abstracts, ERIC (Educational
Research Information Centre), Sociological abstracts (formally Sciofile), ACM (Association
for Computing Machinery), Digital Library, CINAHL, PsychINFO, Institute of Electrical and
Electronics Engineers Xplore, Evidence for Policy and Practice Information (EPPI), and
Epistemonikos, where relevant.

B: Ensure you have the resources necessary to conduct the review
•

Consider the time-time and necessary resources:
o Review team
 Scoping reviews typically include a team.
 In creating the review team, consider the need for domain expertise and review
methodological expertise. For example, a review on early learning interactions
would benefit from including experts in learning on the team. Authors without
scoping review experience should try to work with others who are experienced in
conducting scoping reviews.

How to conduct a transdisciplinary review to support decision making regarding children and technology
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By having a team, the tasks are shared. Ensuring that certain tasks (screening the
reports, data charting) can be performed by at least two people independently, or
checked for accuracy, can reduce bias and likelihood of errors.
 Consider involving stakeholders (see Step 1)
Access to databases (see Step 4)
Technology (see Step 5)


o
o

RESOURCES

Arksey, H., & O'Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: towards a methodological framework. International
Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8(1), 19-32.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1364557032000119616
Centre for Reviews and Dissemination. (2008). Systematic Reviews: CRD’s Guidance for Undertaking
Reviews in Healthcare UK: University of York.
Levac, D., Colquhoun, H., & O'Brien, K. K. (2010). Scoping studies: advancing the methodology.
Implementation Science, 5(1), 1-9.
Peters, M. D., Godfrey, C., McInerney, P., Munn, Z., Tricco, A. C., & Khalil, H. (2020). Chapter 11: scoping
reviews (2020 version). In E. Aromataris & Z. Munn (Eds.), JBI Manual for Evidence Synthesis:
JBI. Available from https://synthesismanual.jbi.global. https://doi.org/10.46658/JBIMES-2012.
Tricco, A. C., Lillie, E., Zarin, W., O'Brien, K. K., Colquhoun, H., Levac, D., . . . Weeks, L. (2018). PRISMA
extension for scoping reviews (PRISMA-ScR): checklist and explanation. Annals of Internal
Medicine, 169(7), 467-473.
REFERENCES

Munn, Z., Peters, M. D., Stern, C., Tufanaru, C., McArthur, A., & Aromataris, E. (2018). Systematic review
or scoping review? Guidance for authors when choosing between a systematic or scoping
review approach. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 18(1), 1-7.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-018-0611-x
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Step 1: Engage and involve users: Develop an advisory group to ensure
uptake of the review
•

•
•

•

•

Consider incorporating end-users (stakeholders), such as researchers or policy makers, throughout
the process.
For research regarding children, consider involving children as stakeholders to provide input
relevant to their developmental capacity.
For scoping reviews in particular, consult with stakeholders and/or experts throughout, including
in the topic prioritisation, planning, execution and dissemination. Specifically, consultation may be
utilised in scoping reviews to help refine the scope of the problem or question the review seeks to
address.
Gain the input of people with a range of experience from the start of the planning process, including
the end-users, to help ensure the review is relevant to the intended end-users (Rees and Oliver,
2017; Thomas et al., 2004). Engaging stakeholders is also likely to increase relevance, promote
mutual learning, improve uptake and decreases research waste.
End-users can help formulate the question (Step 2), comment on the protocol (Step 3), and assist in
the whole review process, ensuring the review is relevant.

RESOURCES

Arksey, H., & O'Malley, L. (2005). Scoping studies: towards a methodological framework. International
Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8(1), 19-32.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1364557032000119616
Armstrong, R., Hall, B. J., Doyle, J., & Waters, E. (2011). ‘Scoping the scope’of a cochrane review. Journal
of Public Health, 33(1), 147-150.
Peters, M. D., Godfrey, C., McInerney, P., Munn, Z., Tricco, A. C., & Khalil, H. (2020). Chapter 11: scoping
reviews (2020 version). In E. Aromataris & Z. Munn (Eds.), JBI Manual for Evidence Synthesis:
JBI. Available from https://synthesismanual.jbi.global. https://doi.org/10.46658/JBIMES-2012.
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Step 2: Define and formulate the objective/s and research question/s:
Understand purpose of review

A scoping review will often have one primary objective/question, which could be relatively broad and
may have additional secondary (or sub) questions.
•

•

One way to format a question for a scoping review is in a PCC format: Population, Concept, and
Context (not all elements are always needed). See Figure 1 for example review
questions/objectives.
o Population. Consider what important characteristics of the participants you are
interested in, e.g., age.
o Concept. Define the core concept the scoping review is examining. This could include
details, such as: intervention, phenomena of interest, outcomes, contents etc.
o Context. This could include other elements such as consideration of geographic location,
social factors and/or cultural factors. It may include details of specific settings, e.g., acute
care, classrooms, or in the community.
Unlike a systematic review, scoping reviews do not need to include specific outcomes,
interventions, or phenomena of interest. However, if desired these could be included in
‘Concept’.

FIGURE 1 EXAMPLE REVIEW QUESTIONS/OBJECTIVES:
o

o
o
o

“What is the extent of the literature on monitoring depression in children and youth (including adolescents)
through mobile and wearable technologies?” (Sequeira et al., 2020)
“What is the extent of published evidence on using technology to deliver mental health services to children
and youth? What is known from the existing literature about the impact of providing services in this manner?
What are the gaps in the knowledge base in this burgeoning field?” (Boydell et al., 2014)
“The purpose of the present paper is therefore to review recent empirical studies in order to gain an overview
of the state-of-the-art research regarding what we know about, how is self-directed learning facilitated in
formal education of children in our digital age?” (Morris and Rohs, 2021)
“The purpose of this paper is to conduct a systematic scoping review to describe the descriptive epidemiology
(estimates of prevalence of current screen time guidelines and average usage) of screen-based device use,
incorporating newer forms of screens, among children and adolescents. In addition, this paper will report
gender differences and trends in screen use over time.” (Thomas et al., 2020)
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Step 3: Write a protocol: Establish the methods

Develop an a priori protocol before commencing the scoping review, in order to allow for transparency
in the process. The protocol is a plan for the review and making it publicly available should assist to
limit reporting bias. Pilot the proposed methods. Piloting is an iterative process, which is illustrated
throughout the following steps, and may take several rounds in which the methods are revised, refined
and defined. The protocol should include the objectives, scope and intended methods to be used int the
review. The methods should be written in future tense. Protocols help ensure the team has considered
the important issues prior to starting.
•

•

•

•

If there are differences between the completed scoping review and the protocol, then this should be
clearly stated and justified in the later reports on the scoping review.
The protocol may include (see each relevant Step for more detail);
o Title (including “scoping review protocol”)
o Background, including the rationale for conducting a scoping review (more detail in
Preliminary Activities)
o Objective/s
o Eligibility criteria (inclusion/exclusion)
 Consider- Population, Concept and Context (more details in Step 2), and types of
evidence sources (more detail in Step 4)
o Search strategy (more detail in Step 4)
o Screening process (more detail in Step 5)
o Charting process (Data extraction) (more detail in Step 6)
o Critical appraisal process (optional -not typical) (more detail in Step 7)
o Reporting of the review (more detail in Steps 7 and 8)
In 2018, the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews (PRISMA) Statement was extended
to Scoping Reviews – the PRISMA-ScR (Tricco et al., 2018). This provides a useful standardised
structure for scoping review authors to follow.
Scoping reviews cannot right now be registered in PROSPERO (maybe in time). Examples of
databases where scoping reviews may be registered are: “Open Science Framework
(https://osf.io/) ” and “Figshare (https://figshare.com/). Protocols can also be published in some
journals (e.g. JBI Evidence Synthesis, BMJ Open). See Figure 2 as an example of a published scoping
review protocol.
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FIGURE 2 EXAMPLE OF A PUBLISHED SCOPING REVIEW PROTOCOL (SOURCE: BOGER AND MERCER 2017)
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Step 4: Search the evidence: Locate available reports
A: Create a search strategy

The search strategy in a scoping review should be as comprehensive as possible (taking into account
time and resource restrictions). The search should preferably include both published and unpublished
(i.e., grey literature) primary sources, as well as potentially review articles. Consider not limiting the
search by language.
•

•

It is recommended to consult an experienced subject librarian to assist in creating the search
strategy.
Determine where to search, i.e., which databases and other sources. Ideally, a broad range of
sources are searched for a scoping review.
o Potential subject-specific databases to include:
 ACM Digital Library (computing Machinery)
 ASSIA (social sciences)
 BIOSIS (life sciences)
 British Education Index (education and training)
 CareData (social care)
 CINAHL (nursing and allied health)
 Computer Science (computing)
 Educational research abstracts (education)
 Embase
 ERIC (education)
 IEEE Xplore (electrical engineering, computer science, and electronics)
 Medline/PubMed (health and biomedicine, PubMed is free access to Medline and
includes some extra citations)
 ProQuest (multidisciplinary)
 PsycINFO (psychology and psychiatry)
 SAGE Journals (multidisciplinary)
 Scopus (multidisciplinary and citation index)
 Sociological abstracts (social science, formally Sciofile)
 SPORTDiscus (sports, fitness and sports medicine)
o Trials registers and trails results registers:
 ClinicalTrials.gov (US site listing clinical trials in the US and other countriesincluding Australia
 WHO International Clinical Trials Registry Platform (ICTRP) portal
 International Clinical Trials Registry Platform (clinical trials being undertaken
worldwide-including Australia)
 Australian New Zealand Clinical Trials Registry (ANZCTR) (Clinical trials being
undertaken in Australia and New Zealand
 Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials (CENTRAL) (randomised trials on
health issues)
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o

•

•

Search relevant grey literature sources such as reports, dissertations, guidelines, policy
document and conference abstracts.
 Subscribed databases such as Scopus and Web of Science index conference papers,
technical and other reports. ProQuest indexes dissertations and theses, conference
papers and proceedings. Informit (an Australian database) indexes conference
papers and many government documents.
 Websites or key organisations in your research area are useful to search or browse.
These may include: government agencies, academic or research institutes,
professional associations, and advocacy groups.
 Grey literature databases include specialised databases, such as Open Grey, GreyNet
International and MedNar.
 Trove is an overarching search interface to search the content of most Australian
libraries as well as archives and repositories.
 Search engines such as Google are useful when searching for grey literature. A
simple search for your keywords is often the best approach. To restrict the search
results, limit to particular domains (.org, .gov) or by file type (pdf), e.g. ,vaccination
rural Australia filetype:pdf or vaccination rural Australia site:org
o Places to search for books and theses
 Library catalogues index local, national and international books. Search these to
locate relevant resources. Your institutional or public library may be able to obtain
items that are not held in their collections via inter-library loan. (Note: this does not
apply to ebooks held in university libraries that are covered by institutional
licences).
 Use Trove for Australian books and theses and WorldCat for international material.
 Digital theses are indexed in a number of open-access resources. These include
institutional repositories (see Australasian Open Access Repositories for a list of
research repositories), WorldCat, OAIster, the Networked Digital Library of Theses
and Dissertations and the British Libraries – EthOS e-theses online service.
o Other:
 letters, websites, blogs etc.
To determine what key concepts and words to search, first conduct an initial limited exploratory
search of at least two relevant databases. This initial search should locate key papers that should be
captured in the full search. Create a list of key words from titles and abstracts of the key papers, and
of the index terms used in a bibliographic database to describe relevant articles, in order to build a
comprehensive and specific search strategy for each included database. Key concepts and terms
may be used differently in different databases, so specific search strategies for each database are
usually required.
Boolean ‘AND’ and ‘OR’ operators can be useful in creating the search strategy. Within each concept,
terms are joined together with the Boolean ‘OR’ operator, and the different concepts are combined
with the Boolean ‘AND’ operator. The ‘NOT’ operator should usually be avoided to decrease the risk
of unintentionally removing records that are relevant. See Figure 3 as an example of some search
terms and Figure 4 as an example of a database search.
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The published review should be as up to date as possible. If the initial search date is more than 12
months (preferably six months) from the submission date searches should be rerun prior to
submission.

FIGURE 3 AN EXAMPLE - SEARCH TERMS USED IN A SCOPING REVIEW ON ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IN
REHABILITATION OF CHILDREN AND YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES. NOTES * IS OFTEN USED TO ALLOW FOR
DIFFERENT ENDINGS TO WORDS – EG CHILD* WILL FIND CHILD, CHILDREN, CHILDHOOD ETC. (SOURCE: KAELIN
ET AL., 2021)

B: Implement the specific searches for each database/registry/source
•

•

After the initial exploratory search has helped refine the full search strategy (may be an iterative
process as more keywords and sources are identified), undertake a complete search using all
identified key words and index terms across all relevant databases/registries/other sources
The full search strategy of at least one database should be included as an appendix in later reports
on the review

C: Search reference lists
•

Check reference lists of included reports and any relevant reviews identified to search for additional
reports.
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FIGURE 4 AN EXAMPLE - SEARCH STRATEGY FOR DIFFERENT DATABASES FOR A SCOPING REVIEW ON
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION (SOURCE: SU AND YANG., 2022)
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Step 5: Select the evidence: Include relevant reports

The process for source selection and the inclusion criteria should be pre-specified within the protocol
(Step 3). This could have included aspects such as: the population of interest (e.g., children), the
concept under review, any other context of interest, and types of evidence sources. See Figure 5 for an
example of inclusion criteria.
•

•

•

Bring together the search results from the different databases, registries, and other sources.
o Merge the search results, ideally using reference management software such as Endnote
or Covidence
o Remove duplicate records of the same report.
Keep a record of the process of study selection with a flowchart of the review process including
numbers and details on the flow of the search, duplicates, title/abstract selection, full text
retrieval, data extraction, and presentation of evidence. (such as in a PRISMA flow diagram (see
flow diagram below) or QUORUM flow diagram). See Figure 6 as an example.
Basic productivity tools, including: word processors, spreadsheets and reference management
software, are available to keep track and manage the section process. There are review tools
that can assist in the process of screening search results.
o Research Screener – an Artificial Intelligence tool developed to reduce the need to
manually screen all titles and abstracts. It learns from the decisions made on the first
sample of 50 reports and presents a prioritised list of reports for manual review. This
iterative process continues until the reviewer is confident subsequent batches of 50 do
not include relevant reports.
o Abstrackr – a web-based screening tool that can prioritise the screening of records using
machine-learning techniques.
o Covidence – a web-based software platform for conducting structured reviews including
systematic and scoping reviews, which includes support for collaborative title and
abstract screening, full-text review, risk of bias assessment and data extraction.
o DistillerSR – a web-based software application for undertaking bibliographic record
screening and data extraction. It has a number of management features to track
progress, assess interrater reliability and export data for further analysis.
o EPPI-Reviewer– web-based software designed to support all stages of the review
process of structured reviews, including reference management, screening, risk of bias
assessment and data extraction.
o Rayyan – a web-based application for collaborative citation screening and full-text
selection.

Step 5A: Screen titles and abstracts
•

Before starting the screening process, pilot-test the screening process (also known as a calibration
exercise). Within the calibration exercise, details should be pre-determined and recorded, such as
the number of people and the number of reports to screen, e.g., “all reviewers screened the same
random sample of 25 titles/abstracts using the eligibility criteria, discussed the results, and
amended the definitions/screening manual before beginning the full screening process.”
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It is recommended to only start the screening process when at least 75% agreement is achieved.
It is commonly recommended that at least two people independently screen the titles and abstracts.
However, as per the PRISMA-ScR explanation, within scoping reviews one person can screen all
titles and abstracts and then a second person can verify the study selection for accuracy. If in doubt,
be over-inclusive at this stage (i.e., include report for full-text review).
Outline a process for resolving disagreements, typically it is through discussion between two
reviewers or consulting another person.

Step 5B: Screen full texts
•

•
•

•

Reports that have been included after the title and abstract screen should then be retrieved for full
text review. Full texts should be screened and detailed with the same process as the title/abstract
screen.
First conduct a calibration exercise to pilot test the full-text screening process on a pre-determined
number of reports.
Again, it is commonly recommended that at least two people independently screen the full texts.
However, as per the PRISMA-ScR explanation, within scoping reviews one person can screen all full
texts and then a second person can verify the study selection for accuracy. The process for resolving
disagreements should have been pre-determined and reported in the protocol.
The decision and reasons for exclusion as this stage should be recorded.

FIGURE 5 AN EXAMPLE - AN ITERATIVE ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA FROM A SCOPING REVIEW ON HEALTH
INFORMATION TECHOLOGY TO FACILITATE COMMUNICATION INVOLVING HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS,
CAREGIVERS, AND PEDIATRIC PATIENTS (SOURCE: GENTLES ET AL., 2010).
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FIGURE 6 AN EXAMPLE - FLOW CHART DIAGRAM FROM A SCOPING REVIEW PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACTS OF
SCREEN TIME AND GREEN TIME FOR CHILDREN AND ADOLSCENTS (SOURCE: OSWALD ET AL., 2020).
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Step 6: Extract data: Chart the relevant information

In scoping reviews, the data extraction process is often referred to as ‘data charting’. Data charting
usually involves a clear and comprehensive data charting form to extract information from the included
reports of evidence.
•

•
•

•
•

•

Within the protocol (Step 3), the methods of data charting should be described, such as whether
data charting will be done independently or in duplicate, and how any disagreements or queries will
be resolved.
The data charting form should be first created and calibrated/piloted on two to three reports by the
team before further use, refining the forms as needed to ensure all relevant information is collected.
Data charting can be conducted by two or more people independently, or by one person and then
have another person verify the data charting for accuracy. The charting process can also be iterative
(continually updated) and there can be an inductive creation of categories or themes to reflect the
information in the reports. See Figure 7 for an example.
Any disagreements or queries can be resolved through discussion or through consulting another
person.
Some key information that may be charted from the included reports is (as applicable):
o Author(s)
o Year of publication
o Location (country) the report was published or conducted
o Aims/objectives/purpose
o Population and sample size
o Methods
o How factors/outcomes are measured
o Key findings (as relevant to the scoping review)
It can be beneficial to include end-users at this stage, to ensure relevant information is collated and
help build end-user understanding of the evidence base.
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FIGURE 7 AN EXAMPLE - A PORTION OF A DATA EXTRACTION SUMMARY TABLE FROM A SCOPING REVIEW
ABOUT CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE’S CONCERNS AND NEEDS RELATING TO THEIR USE OF HEALTH
TECHNOLOGY. (SOURCE: BLOWER ET AL., 2020)
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Step 7: Formulate a synthesis: Collate and summarise the results
•

•
•
•

•

Scoping reviews usually do not assess the quality of the evidence formally and tend not to assess or
draw conclusions about the certainty or trustworthiness of the findings such as through a GRADE
approach. Thus, practice or policy recommendations are unusual in scoping reviews.
Scoping reviews also typically do not synthesise results or outcomes of the included reports
through statistical meta-analysis, which is more suitably done within systematic reviews.
Scoping reviews commonly summarise the results/outcomes of the included reports descriptively
with text, tables and figures, to ‘map’ the findings, or to thematically organise the results.
The plan for the presentation of results should be reported within the protocol (Step 3).
o In qualitative summaries, results could be summarised as descriptive qualitative content
analysis.
o In quantitative summaries, results could be summarised with descriptive statistics such as
frequency counts of occurrence of concepts, characteristics, etc. However, more advanced
in-depth methods such as meta-analysis are not typically done.
Results can be presented in a variety of ways depending on the objective of the scoping review.
Results can be presented diagrammatically where colour can be used to enhance communication of
patterns in the data. Figures 8 to 12 illustrate tabular and diagrammatic ways to present summaries
of the information.

FIGURE 8 AN EXAMPLE OF A RESULTS TABLE SHOWING THE PERCENT OF STUDIES MEASURING SELECTED
OUTCOMES FROM A SCOPING REVIEW ON HEALTH INFORMATION TECHOLOGY (SOURCE: GENTLES ET AL., 2010).
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FIGURE 9 AN EXAMPLE - SUMMARY OF THE GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION OF STUDIES AND THE NUMBER OF STUDIES
PUBLISHED PER YEAR INCLUDED IN A SCOPING REVIEW (SOURCE: BLOWER ET AL., 2020).

FIGURE 10 AN EXAMPLE OFA RESULTS TABLE WITH QUOTATIONS TO ILLUSTRATE IDENTIFIED THEMES
(SOURCE: BLOWER ET AL., 2020)
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FIGURE 11 AN EXAMPLE OF A RESULTS TABLE SHOWING THE PROPORTIONAL DISTIBUTION OF STUDIES BY
DISEASE AND COUNTRY FROM A SCOPING REVIEW ON HEALTH INFORMATION TECHOLOGY (SOURCE: GENTLES
ET AL., 2010).
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FIGURE 12 AN EXAMPLE – WORD CLOUD OF THE LANAUGE USED TO CONCEPTUALISE AND MEASURES SCREEN
TIME AND GREEN TIME IN THE INCLUDED STUDIES (SOURCE: OSWALD ET AL., 2020)
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Step 8: Write the report: Putting everything together
•

•
•
•
•

Scoping reviews can be reported in a peer-reviewed journal article or in a self-published
detailed report. Sometimes only a brief report is prepared, aimed only for community
dissemination.
Reports on scoping reviews typically summarise the evidence in relation to the purpose of the
review, make conclusions and note any implications of the findings.
In drawing conclusions, consider the implications of the results for the end-users, which for
scoping reviews often includes researchers.
If you plan to publish within an academic journal (more information in Step 9) check the author
guidelines for requirements.
Whether reporting via journal article or not, to ensure consistency of reporting it is often
beneficial to use journal guidelines relating to the publication of scoping reviews. There are also
some established internationally recognised checklists to follow, depending on the type and
purpose of the review. In 2018, the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews (PRISMA)
Statement was extended to Scoping Reviews – the PRISMA-ScR (Tricco et al., 2018).

Example outline for the review:
•
•

•

•

•

Title (including “scoping review”)
Introduction/background and objective/s
o Include the rationale for conducting a scoping review
o At the end of the background, include the review objective/s
Methods
o In a completed review report, the methods should usually be written in past tense. Any
deviations from the protocol should be outlined in the completed review.
o Eligibility criteria (inclusion/exclusion)
 Population/participants, Concept and Context, and types of evidence sources
o Search strategy
o Screening process
o Charting process (Data extraction)
o Analysis and presentation of results
Results
o Search results
 how many reports identified and included, presented descriptively and through
a flow diagram.
o Characteristics of included reports, e.g., study designs, study population.
o Review findings
Discussion
o Summary of main results
o Comparison with other studies/reviews
o Implications of findings
o Strengths and limitations of the review
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Conclusion and recommendations
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Step 9: Disseminate: Make academic community aware of the findings

Publishing the review in an academic journal is usually desirable as it allows full details and peerreview and thus enhances the review credibility. Consider the following aspects when choosing a
journal: the scope and aims of the journal, where it is indexed (i.e., whether other researchers will be
able to easily find the review), its relative standing in the field, and the requirements of the journal
(check the author guidelines for requirements). Not all journals publish scoping reviews, so check the
author guidelines. In most cases, aim for Q1 journals, but also consider other journals that may be
appropriate for your target audiences.
•

•

•
•

Scimago Journal & Country Rank (https://www.scimagojr.com/journalrank.php) can help search
Ffor journals and their impact JANE can help select a journal appropriate for topic.
The report should be transparent and easily available to others. End-user engagement can help the
relevance and impact discussion.
o Identify and prioritise key messages
o Many journals require a brief description of “What do we already know? And what does this
article add?” Answering these questions are vital first steps to presenting key messages
To help dissemination of the review message, consider having a shorter, user-friendly summary,
potentially with an infographic to use on social media targeting other researchers.
Promote review to academic audiences
o Presentations at conferences
o Posts on social media
o By direct email to key academics
o Academic industry newsletters
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Petticrew, M., & Roberts, H. (2008). Chapter 8: Disseminating the review. Systematic Reviews in the
Social Sciences: A Practical Guide. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.
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Step 10: Translate knowledge and engage end-users: Help end users
apply the evidence (as possible)

Keep in mind the purpose of scoping reviews when considering how the information may be utilised by
end-users. Practice or policy recommendations are often limited because formal assessments of
methodological quality of the included reports within the scoping review are usually not performed.
Therefore, translation of scoping review findings may not be as important as for some other review
types, especially if the purpose was to help inform researchers to guide research plans. However, even
in this area, it can often be helpful to translate the information to other end-users, such as funding
bodies.

Effective dissemination and knowledge translation involves considering who might want to use this
information, creating a useful summary of this information and placing it appropriately to allow those
who might be interested to utilise the findings. Research findings are only helpful if communicated
effectively. In the case of scoping reviews, for example, this could result in setting research funding
priorities.
•

•
•

•

Translation is enhanced with authentic end-user engagement – preferably from the early steps of
the review process as indicated in Step 1.
For research to achieve its purpose as an information base, we need to know the most effective
means of making research outcomes accessible to the appropriate end-users
Strategies for effective dissemination and communication
o Engage users early and throughout in the review process (including dissemination)
o Be clear in your strategy and objectives for the review
o Develop a simple clear message and modify the presentation of the message to match style
of different outlets (newspaper, social media, webpage)
o Be clear about your target audience and end-user
o Think about the best ways to target your audience to maximise impact
o Keep your review manageable and do not underestimate the time involved
Ways to disseminate the information:
o Involve end-users to guide best modes
o Submit to funding organisations or advocacy groups
o Websites and blog posts
o Newsletters
o Invitation seminars
o Direct mailing to agencies
o Social media
o Press releases

RESOURCES

Petticrew, M., & Roberts, H. (2008). Chapter 8: Disseminating the review. Systematic Reviews in the
Social Sciences: A Practical Guide. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.
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Follow-up activities: Renewal watch, update as needed

Depending on the objective of the scoping review, there may be different follow-up activities. The
scoping review may be used as a precursor to a systematic review, in which case follow-up may not be
necessary, whereas a stand-alone scoping review could be renewed and updated over time.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

Scoping reviews provide a structured process for finding and summarising evidence that can be suited
to a variety of objectives. Scoping reviews can be conducted to map key concepts, explore the extent of
the literature, and inform future research. Transdisciplinary scoping reviews can therefore provide an
important mechanism for not only aiding in transdisciplinary understanding of issues, but for creating
evidence summaries that are relevant to end-user needs, supporting informed decision making by those
with the vision of a digital world that benefits children.
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