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Abstract  

Scoping reviews have been identified as appropriate methodologies to contribute to our knowledge. 

The objective of this review is to summarise how scoping reviews can be used to identify research 

priorities. Based on our experience as evidence synthesis methodologists and researchers, the JBI 

scoping review methodology group, have identified the potential roles of scoping reviews in 

identification of research priorities. Scoping reviews typically ask broad questions that allow 

researchers to obtain an overview or map of the existing evidence. Scoping reviews also incorporate 

multiple levels of evidence that enriches the strength of the knowledge that is gained. This value is 

revealed by the use of scoping reviews to contribute to and perform the following functions: 1) Map 

a research area and identify gaps that need to be addressed; 2) prioritize research topics by identifying 

key issues to investigate; 3) identify the type of study designs that have been used to investigate a 

particular topic, and or the range of outcomes measured following a specific intervention; 4) identify 

the essential contextual factors that are relevant to the study of a particular research topic; 5) identify 

equity issues in the research field; 6) assist in engaging stakeholders and or experts in the field by 

facilitating the inclusion of these stakeholders within the research process; and 7) provide the relevant 

new knowledge to enhance and support applications for funding. To ensure this contribution to 

identifying research priorities is reliable, scoping reviews must be performed following the existing 

rigorous methodological processes and adhere to the currently available reporting guidelines. By 

doing so, scoping reviews have great potential to identify research priorities, to guide the expansion 

of research and the generation of new knowledge.  

 

Keywords: scoping review, research prioritisation, methodological process 
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What is New ?  

Key findings  

• Scoping reviews are used to ask broad questions and are used to obtain an overview or map 

the existing evidence, however, their role in identifying research priorities has been unclear. 

• These include; 1) mapping a research area and identifying gaps, 2) Prioritisation of topics, 3) 

Identification of study designs, quality and outcome measures, 4) Identification of contextual 

factors relevant to research area, 5) Identification of equity issues, 6) Engaging with 

stakeholders including experts in the field, and 7) advocating for funding.  

What this adds to what is known?  

• We propose that scoping reviews can play an important role as a form of evidence synthesis 

to prioritise research priorities. 

 

We identified seven areas in which scoping reviews can be used to identifying research 

priorities. These are: 1) Mapping a research area and identifying gaps; 2) Prioritisation of 

topics; 3) Identification of study designs, quality and outcome measures; 4) Identification of 

contextual factors relevant to research area; 5) Identification of equity issues; 6) Engaging 

with stakeholders including experts in the field and 7) Advocating for funding. 

What is the implication and what should change now?  

• Research prioritisation is an important aspect for policy makers and funding bodies holders to 

efficiently allocate resources strategically, address societal needs, align with strategic goals, 

promote innovation, inform evidence-based decision making, engage stakeholders, and 

optimize resource allocation in healthcare and research.   

• Scoping reviews prevent redundant studies and guide research towards areas needing further 

investigation by clarifying key concepts, ensuring consistent terminology, and informing policy 

and practice with comprehensive overviews.  
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Background  

Setting research priorities are crucial for a number of reasons including; resource allocation, avoiding 

duplication, addressing urgent issues, enabling evidence based decision making and enhancing 

research impact. Research budgets are often limited, and to be financially viable, organizations need 

to allocate resources efficiently. Research prioritisation methods help in identifying areas where 

research can have the most impact. Therefore, by focusing on high-priority topics, limited resources 

can be directed toward research that is more likely to yield valuable results. Additionally, by identifying 

research priorities, avoiding duplication, and ultimately reducing research waste, is also possible.1 2 

Research prioritisation methods can help in rapidly identifying and addressing urgent research 

questions to find solutions and inform policy decisions. Moreover, policymakers, practitioners, and 

other stakeholders rely on research to make informed decisions. Identifying research priorities helps 

ensure that research addresses the most relevant and pressing issues, thus providing a stronger 

evidence base for decision-making.3 

Research that aligns with priorities is more likely to have real-world impact. When research addresses 

issues that are considered important by stakeholders, it is more likely to be adopted and applied in 

practice, leading to positive changes in the field. This also enables a strategic approach to research.4 

It ensures that the research community focuses on questions that have the potential to yield the 

greatest scientific and societal benefit. Establishing clear and transparent methods for research 

priority setting increases accountability. Stakeholders can track progress in addressing identified 

priorities, and organizations can demonstrate that their research agenda is driven by evidence and 

stakeholder input.  

Evidence-based priority setting means that research can be directed towards identifiable priorities 

rather than randomly directed or impelled by other forces that might not lead to the most efficient 

use of time and resources. In the UK, the James Lind Alliance has guidance on conducting priority 

setting partnerships and how literature can be searched to provide evidence of uncertainty. This can 

include both published and unpublished sources from systematic reviews and guidelines to websites 

and social media.5  

Scoping reviews are often conducted when a topic is broad or complex, and researchers need to 

identify the key concepts, sources, and gaps in the literature undertaking the in-depth analysis 

typically performed in a systematic review .6-9 There is a need to develop a greater understanding of 

the potential use of scoping reviews in the identification of research priorities. In this paper, we discuss 

how scoping reviews can be a valuable tool for identifying research priorities, particularly when there 

is a need to gain a broad understanding of the existing literature and research landscape in a particular 

field. 

Method 

Based on our experience as evidence synthesis methodologists and researchers, the JBI scoping review 

methodology group along with other researchers , have identified the potential roles of scoping 

reviews in identification of research priorities.       

Results  

1. Mapping a research area and identifying gaps  

Scoping reviews fulfill a critical role in mapping and identifying the types of available evidence and 

identifying gaps within specific topics or fields. This approach offers a broad view of existing research 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



5 
 

and  can contribute  to identifying and  setting research priorities. 10 Essentially, by knowing what 

existing research has uncovered, gaps in knowledge can be identified and assessed in terms of their 

importance for further research. 

Scoping reviews serve as a powerful tool for systematically mapping the diverse types of research 

completed to date in a specific area. This encompasses the identification of key concepts, sources, and 

the types of evidence available. By using a visual representation of these areas through tables, maps, 

or other chart types, assessing priorities can be easily identified to the audience.  

The inclusive nature of scoping reviews allows for the incorporation of various study designs, 

methodologies, and sources. By conducting these reviews, researchers gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the existing evidence landscape, contributing to the broader goal of evidence 

synthesis, which is invaluable for researchers seeking to navigate the existing literature and make 

informed decisions.6-9  

By recognizing well-explored areas and understanding the nuances of the existing evidence, research 

gaps can be identified, laying the foundation for informed research priority-setting. Sometimes they 

lead to subsequent systematic reviews. Although scoping reviews may not explicitly identify a full 

systematic review as the next step, they provide a comprehensive overview that can guide researchers 

toward potential questions or topics for further investigation. This nuanced approach allows for 

flexibility in research planning and decision-making. 

2. Prioritisation of topics  

Scoping reviews are increasingly used to identify and describe approaches to help prioritize primary 
research topics in health-related areas. An example of this is detailed by Fadlallah et al.,2021 where a 
scoping review methodology was used to create a framework of research.3 Fadlallah et al., 2021 
identified a total of 28 prioritization criteria, which were further categorized into nine domains: (1) 
problem-related considerations; (2) practice considerations; (3) existing research base; (4) amenability 
to research; (5) urgency; (6) interest of the topic at different levels; (7) implementation considerations; 
(8) expected impact of applying evidence and (9) ethical, human rights and moral consideration.11. The 
authors were then able to streamline their work based on the categorisation process. 
 
Another example where scoping reviews were used for research prioritisation is by Crilly et al., 2022, 
where studies were published on the topic of health care provided in the emergency department to 
provide a comprehensive overview of published emergency care. 12 A total of 14 themes for 
emergency care research were considered within three overarching research domains: emergency 
populations, emergency care workforce and processes, and emergency care clinical areas. 12 In this 
way, scoping reviews can form a basis for further discussion and analysis for stakeholders wishing to 
develop a hierarchy of priorities for subsequent research while identifying areas that are less critical 
to investigate further. The results can then be put through a consensus or agreement building process 
(e.g., Delphi) or a James Lind Alliance Priority Setting Partnership initiative.5 
 

3. Identification of study designs, quality and outcome measures  

To inform the process of research prioritisation, scoping reviews can map the current evidence base 

to identify the type of study designs that have been reported on a topic. In healthcare, this can include 

published study designs such as systematic reviews, quantitative research, qualitative research, and 

mixed methods studies, as well as unpublished literature such as reports, doctoral theses, protocols, 

pre-prints and studies posted on websites. Clear gaps in study design can then be noted for future 
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research recommendations and prioritisation as well as identification of studies with similar designs 

that can be synthesised in a systematic review to inform subsequent guideline development. 13 

Within this method, health domains and related outcome measures can also be mapped in a topic 

area via a scoping review to inform priority setting groups and researchers of what has been reported 

and where the domain and outcome gaps are in the evidence base. 14 Integration of this evidence 

alongside any established core outcome sets can be helpful to guide priority setting groups. An 

example of this is a scoping review by Khalil et al., 2020 where the authors have mapped palliative 

care research undertaken in Australia over a period of time.15 The authors mapped their results by 

study design, populations and outcome measures used. 15 Another example is a large scoping review 

on gender equity in academic health research. 16 It was found that 2,996 different outcomes were 

reported and a call for standardized core outcome sets was made in this area.      

While scoping reviews do not typically undertake methodological quality assessment as they are more 

aligned to providing a comprehensive picture of a body of literature irrespective of quality or biases, 

this step can be included in a scoping review where the aim of the review is to report on the relative 

quality and nature of the studies within a particular field in order to map how research has been 

undertaken and reported.7-9 These kinds of scoping reviews can be useful in underpinning decision 

making and planning for future research in priory areas by revealing where past shortcomings can be 

addressed and improved thereby enabling better quality focussed research on priority topics. 

4. Identification of contextual factors relevant to research area  

Scoping reviews can provide a holistic view of contextual factors associated with interventions or 

health issues. This increased understanding becomes a crucial precursor to informed decision-making, 

guiding researchers and stakeholders toward more nuanced and effective strategies. For example, a 

scoping review conducted by Al-Azzawi et.al., 2021 identified seven types of contextual factors related 

to general practitioner’s decision-making on antibiotic prescribing, including space and place, time, 

stress and emotion, patient characteristics, therapeutic relationship, decision-making and practice 

style negotiation, uncertainty management, and clinical experience.17 They also found that the 

contextual factors were pervasive throughout the consultation process, playing a crucial role in 

management decisions, and frequently influencing prescribing practices.17      

Scoping reviews can also serve as catalysts for hypothesis generation by identifying contextual factors 

relevant to a research area. The synthesis of diverse evidence allows researchers to draw connections, 

identify patterns, and generate hypotheses that can be further explored in subsequent research 

endeavours. This process of hypothesis generation is pivotal in advancing scientific inquiry and shaping 

the trajectory of future research priorities.  

Priority setting for integrated health and social care in Scotland was undertaken through a scoping 

review and multidisciplinary collaboration. The scoping review identified key principles and 

approaches to priority setting from disciplines such as economics, decision-analysis, ethics, and law. 

These insights were combined with input from a multi-disciplinary workshop involving local and 

national stakeholders and academics to co-produce a priority-setting framework. The resulting 

framework incorporates principles like opportunity cost, justice, and fair procedures and outlines 

stages such as framing questions, evaluating resources, and involving patients and staff. This 

structured approach supports equitable resource allocation and shifts resources from acute to 

community services. 18 

Another example demonstrating this issue is published by Simona et al., 2022.19 The authors examined 

maternal healthcare utilization in sub-Saharan Africa, focusing on contextual influences such as 
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education, poverty, media exposure, autonomy, empowerment, and access to health facilities. By 

analyzing 34 studies, the review underscores the critical role of societal and community-level factors 

in shaping maternal health outcomes. Scoping reviews help pinpoint these broader determinants, 

highlighting areas like social conditions and gender norms that, when addressed, can improve 

maternal healthcare uptake and reduce mortality. 19 

 

5. Identification of equity issues  

Scoping reviews can contribute important insights related to health equity within research priority 

setting, including setting priorities for when and how to update existing systematic reviews.20 In many 

fields, there is increasing realisation that the existing evidence may lack attention to the social 

determinants of health and may be missing a focus upon, or the perspectives of, key population groups 

and/or contexts. Scoping reviews can be used to characterise the existing evidence from an equity 

lens, thereby identifying key gaps related to health equity and helping to inform future equity-focused 

priority setting.20 This is in line with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

emphasising equity as a foundational principle, recognizing that sustainable development cannot be 

achieved without addressing inequalities. 21 

Equity focused scoping reviews can be undertaken to explore equity related findings (or reporting) 

across systematic reviews and/or primary studies. Use of frameworks for health equity analyses in 

systematic reviews such as PROGRESS-Plus can assist with conceptualising relevant equity dimensions 

and with data extraction, coding and mapping the evidence base. 22 As an example, a scoping review 

explored health equity characteristics of primary research on the unmet community mobility needs of 

older adults, highlighting an under-representation of studies considering rural settings and studies 

originating in the lower and middle income countries (amongst other issues).23  

In another example, a team undertook a scoping review to consider diversity and inclusion in 

rheumatology research. Out of 42 included randomised controlled trials, the scoping review found 

that most trial participants were middle aged, female and white and that less than one third of trials 

reported on characteristics such as race, education, socioeconomic status or occupation.24 In another 

example, a scoping review of systematic reviews was recently undertaken to understand inequities in 

digital health technology in the WHO Europe region. The scoping review found that out of 22 included 

systematic reviews, none had explored differences in access to digital healthcare by age, gender, sex, 

occupation, education, homelessness or substance misuse.  The review concluded that there were 

multiple gaps in evidence across different equity domains.25 

We suggest that utilisation of a common framework (e.g. PROGRESS-Plus) will support research 

prioritisation efforts by allowing for analysis and a comparison across and within topic areas. 22 

However, given that equity-related data is frequently missing or poorly reported in primary studies 

(and systematic reviews), it can be challenging to develop a consistent approach to equity related 

analyses within scoping reviews (as is also the case for systematic reviews).22  We suggest that more 

research is needed to develop further guidance in this area. Knowledge users can play a key role in 

helping to fill equity-related gaps in the evidence base. 

 

6. Engaging with stakeholders including experts in the field  

Stakeholder and topic expert engagement in the research priority setting process can include any 

activity to identify, prioritize and reach consensus in the area, topic or research question(s) that need 
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to be addressed. Different definitions of stakeholders have been proposed in the literature. For this 

paper, we define a stakeholder as someone that can or will be impacted by the planning, execution, 

results, or communication of a scoping review.26  The JBI scoping review methodology includes an 

optional stakeholders’ consultation in all the steps of scoping review. 26 

     Engagement and involvement of stakeholders has been mapped across 731 projects reflecting 
areas such as agriculture, environment, health, social work and technology and identified the 
complexity of stakeholder involvement.4 In adopting a scoping review as the first step in a priority 
setting process, all stakeholders can be identified and included with recent guidance to support this.  
Additionally, initial stages of the priority setting process using a scoping review can also map who and 
how stakeholders were involved and engaged in primary research and evidence syntheses that inform 
the priority setting process.26 
 
Eleven approaches described stakeholder recruitment methods, and these ranged from 
announcement in journal and newspapers, on website, by letter and distribution of brochures; to use 
of emails and established contacts; mapping stakeholders; checklist for identification of stakeholders; 
and organisational and personal contacts. Additional methods to recruit representatives of patients 
and the public included social media (X, Facebook), radio ads and leveraging existing community-
based partnerships. Stakeholders were engaged both via online platforms (eg, online surveys, email 
discussions, teleconference) and in-person (eg, workshops, smaller meetings).3  
 

7.      Advocating for funding 

Scoping reviews can be influential methodologies for advocating for research funding by identifying 

knowledge gaps, mapping the literature landscape, identifying priority areas, demonstrating research 

impact, engaging stakeholders, and informing research prioritization efforts. By providing a 

comprehensive overview of existing evidence and highlighting the need for further research, scoping 

reviews can help make a compelling case for the importance of investing in research in a particular 

area. This can help demonstrate to potential funding bodies the relevance of future studies based on 

a thorough review of existing evidence and identified gaps. 

Research organizations often prioritize scientific merit and feasibility when evaluating funding 

proposals but rarely consider their value for money due to the challenges of integrating such 

assessments. Tuffaha et al., 2019 proposed a practical framework to incorporate both merit and value-

for-money considerations into health research funding decisions. 27 The framework includes four 

steps: screening applications for eligibility, assessing the merit of proposals, estimating the expected 

value of research for shortlisted proposals, and ranking them based on return on investment to guide 

funding decisions. By applying analytical methods to estimate expected returns using data from real-

world grant applications, the framework demonstrates how value-for-money assessments can be 

effectively integrated into existing processes. This approach aims to enhance the efficient allocation 

of research budgets and maximize the impact of research investments. Moreover, it aligns very closely 

with reducing research waste as indicated by Chalmers et al., 2014.28  

Discussion  

Scoping reviews are increasingly being used for research prioritisation. We have highlighted the 

benefit of using scoping reviews in identifying several aspects of research prioritisation including 

mapping research gaps, prioritisation of topics, identification of study designs and outcome measures, 

identification of contextual factors, equity issues, engaging with stakeholders and advocating for 

funding.   
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Research prioritisation is an important aspect for policy makers and funding bodies holders to 

efficiently allocate resources strategically, address societal needs, align with strategic goals, promote 

innovation, inform evidence-based decision making, engage stakeholders, and optimize resource 

allocation in healthcare and research.  Our previous work on the importance of scoping reviews in 

reducing research waste highlighted their value in mapping published research to identify areas of 

saturation and gaps, streamlining future research efforts to address unexplored areas. 2 Scoping 

reviews prevent redundant studies and guide research towards areas needing further investigation by 

clarifying key concepts, ensuring consistent terminology, and informing policy and practice with 

comprehensive overviews. This avoids ineffective interventions  

by basing decisions on the best available evidence. Furthermore, scoping reviews set research 

priorities by identifying pressing and underexplored areas, guiding funding agencies and researchers 

to allocate resources efficiently. They also facilitate knowledge translation by summarizing and 

disseminating existing knowledge in accessible formats and often serve as a precursor to systematic 

reviews, refining research questions and inclusion criteria. This current commentary, however, 

focuses on using scoping reviews to prioritize research areas, emphasizing their strategic role in 

directing efforts and resources where they are most needed. 

The WHO recently published a framework for research prioritisation methodologies to use by their 

staff. They highlighted the importance of reviewing what has already been done before in a systematic 

way, however, in many cases due to their specificity, systematic reviews are unlikely to be an 

appropriate evidence synthesis method for priority-setting.29 Specific questions for the review could 

include data on current health strategies of national and international research agencies and data on 

which stakeholders are already most engaged in this area. Moreover, information on the current 

resource flows towards particular research areas and any funding gaps. Mapping evaluations or 

implementation research studies that may challenge accepted practice may also be useful. Scoping 

reviews have the potential to address all these research questions.27  

To ensure that scoping reviews are beneficial in addressing research prioritisation they must be of 

high quality and rigorously conducted and reported. To enhance this, they should be undertaken using 

a transparent methodology such as the JBI methodology based on a protocol either published or 

registered with Open Science Framework.(https://osf.io/) Authors are also encouraged to use the 

PRISMA-ScR reporting guidelines to ensure transparency and consistency of reporting.30  

In conclusion, scoping reviews are a very useful tool with great potential for the identification of 

research prioritisation as they have the capacity to map evidence related to any topic and include 

gaps, information on study designs, outcome measures, stakeholders, context, special populations 

and other aspects that may impact research prioritisation. Because scoping reviews can be 

underpinned by robust methodological guidance and reporting guidelines, they are potentially 

authoritative sources of evidence to enable evidence-based research priority setting. 
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Highlights  

Key findings  

• Scoping reviews provide a broad overview or map of evidence but lack clarity in priorities. 

• We identified seven ways scoping reviews help in identifying research priorities. 

• These include mapping gaps, topic prioritization, study designs, and contextual factors. 

• Equity issues, stakeholder engagement, and advocacy for funding are also key areas. 

• Scoping reviews serve as evidence synthesis tools to aid in setting research priorities. 
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