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Abstract

The increasing amount of evidence has caused an increasing amount of liter-
ature reviews. There are different types of reviews —systematic reviews are
the best known—, and every type of review has different purposes. The
scoping review is a recent model that aims to answer broad questions and
identify and expose the available evidence for a broader question, using a
rigorous and reproducible method. In the last two decades, researchers have
discussed the most appropriate method to catry out scoping reviews, and
recently the “Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses’ for scoping reviews (PRISMA-ScR) reporting guideline was pub-
lished. This is the fifth article of a methodological collaborative series of nar-
rative reviews about general topics on biostatistics and clinical epidemiology.
This review aims to describe what scoping reviews are, identify their objec-
tives, differentiate them from other types of reviews, and provide considera-
tions on how to carry them out.

Key Points

e  Scoping reviews are a recent type of literature review, and their number has increased in the last years.

e Scoping reviews answer broad research questions while maintaining the same methodological rigor as systematic reviews.

e  The main aim of scoping reviews is to identify and map the available evidence for a specific area.

e PRISMA for Scoping Reviews is the most recent methodological proposal for reporting scoping reviews.

e  This article describes scoping reviews, considering their implications and challenges, targeted for undergraduate and postgradu-

ate student training.
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Introduction

The rapid increase in the generation of evidence in different areas,
such as health or technology, triggered the need to group and syn-
thesize this evidence in reviews. Systematic reviews are the most
popular model because they reach potentially extrapolated conclu-
sions by grouping all the available (and good quality) evidence for a
specific clinical question with a rigorous and reproducible method!.
They answer questions with the Population-Intervention-Compari-
son-Outcome (PICO) format. The development of health care to-
wards a multidisciplinary science has led to more complex questions
that do not meet the PICO format. These new questions may in-
clude:

Complex multidimensional phenomena that require multivariate
analysis, conceptual and methodological development, and comple-
mentarity of sources

The need to know the type and amount of evidence available in some
specific area and whether it is feasible or required to conduct a sys-
tematic review in this area

New models of literature review emerged to answer these kinds of
questions. They vary according to the type of question they aim to
answer while maintaining the rigorousness and reproducibility of
systematic reviews!?2.

Among these models, scoping reviews answer broad questions, and
their production has increased considerably over the years, but more
during the last decade®*. Most scoping reviews are related to health,
followed by other social sciences and softwate engineering?. Public
funds finance over 60% of scoping reviews, and most of them are
developed by teams from North America and Europe*.

This is the fifth article of a methodological series of narrative reviews
about general topics on biostatistics and clinical epidemiology, which
explore and summarize, in a friendly language, several published ar-
ticles available in main databases and specialized reference texts. The
series aims to reach undergraduate and graduate students. The Evi-
dence-Based Medicine Team from the School of Medicine of Uni-
versidad de Valparafso, Chile, collaborated with the Research depart-
ment of Instituto Universitario Hospital Italiano de Buenos Aires,
Argentina, and the UC Evidence Center, of the Universidad
Catdlica, Chile, to elaborate the series. This article's main objective
is to specify what scoping reviews are and when it is pertinent to
conduct a scoping review and provide comments on their consider-
ations and challenges.

What are scoping reviews?

Scoping reviews are extensive literature reviews that answer broad
research questions. They focus on exploring the literature, establish-
ing its size and potential scope in a specific area®. They show the
general panorama rather than answer a specific question'. In addi-
tion, they follow a rigorous and systematic method that must be
transparent and reproducible®.

Since the inception of scoping reviews—in the late 90s—we lack a
specific terminology for them*. Scoping review is the most widely
used; other terms such as "scoping study," "systematic mapping," or
"scoping exercise" are also used?.

Just as there is no specific terminology, there is no universal defini-
tion for scoping reviews. The most referenced definition is the one
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proposed by Mays et al.%, and later used by Arksey and O'Malley’,
stating that scoping reviews "aim to map the key concepts rapidly
underpinning a research area and the main sources and types of evi-
dence available, and can be undertaken as stand-alone projects in
their own right, especially where an area is complex or has not been
reviewed comprehensively before"S. In this sense, scoping teviews
are intended to be a comprehensive review of the literature: they
must cover the greatest breadth of the available evidence, but the
depth in the search may vary (depending on the objective of each
review), which is why different sources can feed into scoping re-
views, and both scientific articles and expert interviews are valid to
the extent that they answer the research question®.

Daudt et al. ? suggested discarding the word "rapid" from the pro-
posed definition since scoping reviews are not fast to perform, and
they must be carried out conscientiously and in detail. They also state
that the objectives of scoping reviews should be included in their
definition (for example, to identify key concepts, gaps in the litera-
ture, and types and sources of evidence) to inform clinicians, policy-
makers, and researchers?.

What are they for, and when should they be
done?

Scoping reviews can have different objectives, but they all share the
goal of identifying and mapping the available evidence in a specific
area. Some possible objectives are:

1. To examine the amount and nature of the available evidence
in a specific area: A scoping review with this objective is helpful
to achieve a general view of a specific field when it is hard to know
the amount of available evidence. It scans the availability of the
evidence rather than the conclusions presented in that evi-
dence”10,

Example: A scoping review assessing and defining the loca-
tion and the quality of the available evidence on emergency
planning in the academic and grey literature of the United
Kingdom!!.

2. To establish the need and feasibility of conducting a sys-
tematic review after a scoping review: Scoping reviews recog-
nize the type of available evidence for a question, which can help
set a basis for a systematic review’. It is possible to establish the
feasibility of a systematic review if a previous scoping review an-
swers questions such as "Are there any studies available?" or
"What type of studies exist?"10. Besides, a scoping review may
conclude whether a new systematic review would be relevant if it
answers "Are there any previous systematic reviews?" or "How
many previous systematic reviews are available?". Conducting a
scoping review can be an important step before conducting a sys-
tematic review if we consider its human and financial cost. Scop-
ing reviews may also help set up the specific question for a sys-
tematic review because the available evidence is helpful to detect
populations or outcomes of interest for future systematic re-
views!2. Despite this objective may improve the efficiency when
performing a systematic review, it is not the most frequent aim in
conducting a scoping review>4,

Example: A scoping review exploring how physical training inter-
ventions affect the fat percentage of people with an intellectual
deficit and assesses the need for further investigation!3.

3.  To summarize and spread the results of available evidence:
The general picture of the available evidence for a question allows
to sum up the results of this evidence and to present them to
public policies makers, decision-makers, and even consumers
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(they may not have the experience nor the time needed to conduct
a literature review on their own)7.

Example: A scoping review summarizing the available recommen-
dations on ophthalmologic care during the COVID-19 pan-
demic!4.

To identify gaps in the available evidence: This is the most
frequent aim of scoping reviews3*. The mapping of evidence is
used to identify where research is lacking and point to the poten-
tial direction of further research”.12. It identifies the areas where
there are no studies, but as it is not mandatory for scoping reviews
to assess the quality of the evidence, those that skip this step may
overlook gaps of evidence where only poor quality evidence ex-
ists, and further investigation is needed.

Excample: A scoping review exploring and describing the available
evidence on "occupational balance" (or the balance of work, rest,
sleep, and play) and identifies the knowledge gaps!®.

To clarify concepts and definitions on a specific topic: Scop-
ing reviews with this aim evaluate differences in definitions in a
specific topic or the discrepancy among authors' interpretation of
a definition. This encourages authors to reach consensus and to
design a "definition based on the evidence."

Example: A scoping review that evaluates the definition of "bron-
chopulmonary dysplasia" in the available evidence and analyzes
incidence variations according to the definition!®.

To evaluate how research is done in a specific area: When
evaluating how research is conducted, scoping reviews can sug-
gest standardizations, either methodological or about reporting
(especially in those topics where there is greater variability).

Example: A scoping review evaluating and narratively describing
how researchers conduct scoping reviews?.

7. To identify key features or factors related to a specific con-
cept: Scoping reviews may assess key aspects on a specific topic,
guiding further investigation or better clinical practice thanks to
its findings.

Example: A scoping review identifying the features of primary
health cate models for indigenous people and later informs the
best healthcare model of attention!”.!8,

The main objective of scoping reviews can combine two or more of
the above mentioned. In our experience, the flexibility to incorpo-
rate several sources (clinical practice guidelines in our case) allowed
us to reach a general picture of existing recommendations and iden-
tify gaps of evidence by assessing the reporting quality of each guide-
line!.

What are the differences and similarities
with other types of literature reviews?

Systematic reviews are the literature reviews with the most extended
trajectory and are widely used (and preferred) by decision-makers. In
Table 1, we compare in detail scoping reviews with systematic re-
views!2,

Table 1. Main differences between a systematic review and a scoping review.

MED

Item Systematic review

Scoping review

Primary objective!
esis-testers)
Protocol? A priori

Type of question”!%:1 Specific (PICO** model)

To summarize available evidence (hypoth-

To present a general view (hypothesis-cre-
ators)

A priori (not always present)*

Broad question

Search?

Included studies”??

Data extraction!?

Quality assessment of the
evidence”1920

Explicit strategy, transparent and peer-re-
viewed

Narrow range of types of studies (example:
randomized controlled trials for some sys-
tematic reviews of interventions)

Standardized extraction sheet

Yes (it should have an evaluation of the in-
cluded studies)

Explicit strategy, transparent and peer-re-
viewed

May include both primary and secondary
studies, according to each scoping review
needs (more flexibility)

Standardized extraction sheet

Generally not ***

* Item included in extension for scoping reviews of 'Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses' (PRISMA).

** PICO: Population-Intervention-Comparison-Outcome.

*F* Can be conducted if a specific scoping review requires it.

Created by the authors based on information from the following articles:

1,2,7,10,12,19,20
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Comparing scoping reviews with other liter-
ature reviews

Narrative reviews: It summarizes the evidence on a specific topic,
but it can be subjective since the authors' expetience, and previous
knowledge or theories may guide the search and the synthesis of ev-
idence. On the other hand, scoping reviews include a comprehensive
and systematic search of the evidence (transparent and reproduci-
ble), and they extract and present the information in a structured
form?.

Evidence gap maps: They identify and analyze the gaps of evi-
dence in the literature?!. They are the most similar literature review
to scoping reviews. They even share the extension of Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses PRISMA) for scoping
reviews?2. Their primary difference is that gap maps present a sche-
matic and interactive figure (map) that shows where the available
evidence on a specific topic is and where the gaps are?!.

Rapid reviews: It is a 'systematic review' that takes shortcuts in its
methodology. They are efficient when resources or time are re-
strained, and decision-makers often request their production in spe-
cific situations'??3. A rapid review tests a hypothesis rather than for-
mulating it.

What are the myths of scoping reviews?

"Scoping reviews are easy to perform' or ''Scoping reviews are
a less rigorous method than a systematic review'': Most scoping
reviews do not assess quality nor perform quantitative synthesis of
the evidence, which is why some people think that scoping reviews
are easier to perform, or less tigorous than systematic reviews’.
However, scoping reviews require researchers to critically assess in-
formation in order to present it. Also, they may include different
types of studies, so literature search and literature screening yield
many results that must be included, and this inherently challenges its
conduction. Scoping reviews are not less rigorous than systematic
reviews: they are a different model with their methodology and chal-
lenges'.

"Scoping reviews are quick to petform': Perhaps the main rea-
son for this myth is that the definition used by Arksey and O'Malley

Table 2. PRISMA extension for Scoping Reviews checklist

states that scoping reviews "aim to map rapidly" the literature®’.
However, multiple factors may affect the speed when performing a
scoping review: the question breadth, the amount of evidence
reached, the time researchers can spend on each scoping review, and
the number of researchers working on it. Pham et al. found that per-
forming a scoping review takes from two weeks to 20 months when
analyzing 344 scoping reviews>. Therefore, we cannot claim that they
are fast to perform’. The estimated time to catry out a scoping re-
view (and the time of researchers required) is an important variable
to consider in a scoping review's cost’.

How are scoping reviews done?

There are different methods for conducting a scoping review. Arksey
and O'Malley were the first to propose one, ensuring a rigorous and
reproducible method to respond to the different scoping reviews'
objectives’. Several authors suggested modifications to this original
method to facilitate its application®?42; and, in 2015, the Joanna
Briggs Institute published their methodology based on the original
model and the ulterior suggestions?’, which has been well accepted?®.
This methodology was updated in 2020 and can be found in the
chapter of scoping reviews in the JBI Manual for Evidence Synthe-
sis?.

The PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) is the
most recently published instrument to guide the scoping reviews' re-
port??. It was based on the existing theoretical frameworks (previ-
ously mentioned), adding the comments and recommendations
made to them. Multiple articles—preceding the publication of
PRISMA-ScR—mentioned the need to standardize the methods of
scoping reviews, enabling to evaluate their rigor, and to ensure a
minimum level of analysis and report3+82426: the PRISMA-ScR ad-
dresses these concerns. As mentioned above, PRISMA-ScR is also
used to report evidence gap maps. Table 2 shows the PRISMA-ScR
checklist; this extension excludes items from the original checklist
(used for systematic reviews) and makes some items optional. For
more information regarding this tool, we advise consulting it di-
rectly??. Given its recent release, there are still no publications that
assess it (2018), but some published scoping reviews have already
used this method, so soon we should expect to see users' opinions
and recommendations®.

Section Items to verify
Title Title
Abstract Structured summary
Introduction Rationale
Objectives
Methods Protocol and registration

Eligibility criterio

Information soutrces

ME§
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Search

Selection of soutces of evidence

Data charting process

Data {tems

Critical appraisal of individual sources of evidence (optional)

Results

Selection of soutces of evidence

Characteristics of sources of evidence

Critical appraisal within sources of evidence (optional)

Results of individual sources of evidence

Synthesis of results

Discusion

Limitations

Conclusions

Summary of evidence

Funding Funding

Created by the authors based on information from the following article: 22.

Although different theoretical frameworks to perform scoping re-
views have been proposed during the last 20 years, PRISMA-ScR
extension may be the guide to follow from now on. The different
proposals kept common ideas that are important to highlight:

Scoping reviews must be carried out by a multidisciplinary
team: By doing so, different disciplines complement each othet®.
Some authors state that scoping reviews should include a librarian
(or information specialist) to develop high-quality search strategies3!.
The team should include at least two reseatchers?’, but according to
some authors' experience, this number would not be enough, con-
sidering how laborious the work can be, and because a greater num-
ber of members from different disciplines enriches the work?. If pos-
sible, at least two independent researchers should perform the anal-
ysis (the same as other types of reviews).

The process must be iterative’?”: The process should be catried
out with rigor and reflectively, repeating steps if necessary to accom-
plish the objectives of the scoping review. The review should be
comprehensive, so researchers must repeat the search at different
moments when performing a scoping review (and this should be de-
tailed in the methods section).

Search strategies and data extraction tables should be piloted
before its use*’: The search strategies used in a scoping review
should be able to provide all results to the (broad) question to be
addressed. The search strategy must be piloted—even repeatedly—
to ensure this. Researchers should also test the data extraction tables,
as the results they produce should answer the question and satisfy
the specific objectives of each scoping review.

ME§

What to consider when conducting a scop-
ing review?

A balance between breadth and depth: Bibliographic searches of
databases, specific platforms, gray literature, manual reviews, the in-
formation provided by experts, and even interviews (the latter in ar-
eas other than health) may nourish the evidence in a scoping review.
It is essential to cover as much available information as possible
(breadth); the depth, instead, will be determined by the question of
each scoping review. The breadth could be a challenge: sometimes,
the volume of evidence to review is so large that the predicted time,
the languages covered, and the number of reviewers required to de-
velop the scoping review is underestimated*’. In these cases, some-
times the reviewers may be able to assess less evidence than the total
retrieved; this is a limitation because, despite being reported (main-
taining transparency), it is contradictory with the main aim of scop-
ing reviews: to have a general panorama of all the available infor-
mation. This balance between breadth and depth is easier to
achieve—and thus a briefer scoping review—in areas where the ex-
isting evidence is scarce!?.

Evidence quality assessment: It is not mandatory to assess the
quality of the evidence, but reviewers may carry it out if it is the aim
of their scoping review. Some authors state that not assessing the
quality of the evidence may be a limitation of scoping reviews?>1219,
When reviewers do not assess the quality of evidence, they may fail
to identify evidence gaps where there is evidence of low quality. This
could be a problem in scoping reviews that aim to support or inform
decision-making in healthcare since they would not identify gaps

5/7



where evidence exists, or because it is of low or very low quality, and
further studies are needed.

Consultation with experts or key informants: This step of scop-
ing reviews has not yet been fully defined®* and is considered op-
tional”. This stage has many possible interpretations, such as: the ex-
perts can provide additional references’; the experts may revise the
preliminary data of a scoping review, evaluating its validity or utility*.
Both are valid interpretations and imply the participation of external
agents in the review in different moments of its performance, thus
reflecting the lack of development on this matter.

Standardization of the process and report: The use of PRISMA-
ScR ensures the rigor of the report when conducting scoping re-
views. PRISMA-ScR will increase readers' confidence in the pre-
sented information and allows them to read these articles critically32.

Conclusions

Scoping reviews are a recent method of literature review. They an-
swer broad research questions aiming to identify and map the avail-
able evidence for a specific area, accomplishing the specific objec-
tives of each review. They differ from other types of literature re-
views mainly in their objectives and the type of question they ad-
dress, but they shate the rigorous and reproducible method of sys-
tematic reviews. There are different standards for reporting scoping
reviews, but the PRISMA extension for scoping reviews (PRISMA-
ScR) is the newest and considers suggestions and critics made to pre-
vious guidelines.
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