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Abstract
Scoping reviews are increasingly used in health professions education to synthesize 
research and scholarship, and to report on the depth and breadth of the literature on a given 
topic. In this Perspective, we argue that the philosophical stance scholars adopt during the 
execution of a scoping review, including the meaning they attribute to fundamental con-
cepts such as knowledge and evidence, influences how they gather, analyze, and interpret 
information obtained from a heterogeneous body of literature. We highlight the principles 
informing scoping reviews and outline how epistemology—the aspect of philosophy that 
“deals with questions involving the nature of knowledge, the justification of beliefs, and 
rationality”—should guide methodological considerations, toward the aim of ensuring the 
production of a high-quality review with defensible and appropriate conclusions. To con-
textualize our claims, we illustrate some of the methodological challenges we have person-
ally encountered while executing a scoping review on clinical reasoning and reflect on how 
these challenges could have been reconciled through a broader understanding of the meth-
odology’s philosophical foundation. We conclude with a description of lessons we have 
learned that might usefully inform other scholars who are considering undertaking a scop-
ing review in their own domains of inquiry.
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Introduction

Because research in health professions education (HPE) has steadily advanced over the last 
20 years (Doja et al. 2014), HPE scholars are increasingly exploring ways to review and 
synthesize this growing body of evidence. Given the range of review methodologies availa-
ble, HPE scholars must make judicious and defensible decisions about which review type is 
most appropriate to address their research question. Each kind of knowledge synthesis has 
a unique purpose and is able to answer different kinds of research questions (Maggio et al. 
2019). For instance, the primary purpose of a scoping review is to explore and describe 
the breadth of knowledge related to a specific topic in a given field or literature. Scoping 
reviews are a means to map the literature (research and broader knowledge base) in a par-
ticular area (Arksey and O’Malley 2005; Peters et al. 2017; Tricco et al. 2016a, b) and to 
identify key concepts, gaps in the literature and types and sources of evidence. In contrast, 
the primary purpose of a systematic review is to identify, evaluate, and integrate the body 
of pre-existing literature related to a specific topic in order to answer a specific research 
question. Comprehensive summaries contrasting the different approaches to reviews are 
available (Steinert and Thomas 2016; Maggio et  al. 2019; Cook 2016; McGaghie 2015) 
and clearly describe the nature and purpose of different review types. Moreover, a help-
ful body of literature provides methodological guidance on how to execute a review (for 
example, see Arksey and O’Malley 2005; Levac et al. 2010; Thomas et al. 2017, for scop-
ing reviews; Wong et al. 2012; for realist reviews; Cooper 2010; Cooper and Koenka 2012; 
Lang 2004, for systematic reviews). These summaries outline the diversity of review types 
at a researcher’s disposal, but successful completion of a synthesis of any kind remains 
challenging.

While the various approaches to syntheses may feel daunting, or could perhaps be 
perceived as slightly altered versions of each other, important and foundational differ-
ences exist. Consider the two synthesis types listed above: systematic reviews and scop-
ing reviews. These two review types differ in terms of purpose, methods, and indicators 
of quality. These differences emerge from different philosophical orientations; therefore, 
standards of quality for one review type cannot, and should not, be applied to another. For 
scholars to successfully engage in rigorous knowledge synthesis, they must understand the 
foundational principles, or epistemology, that uphold the purpose and inform the method-
ology of the review type being executed.

Several notable twentieth-century scholars, including Karl Popper (1959), Paul Meehl 
(1967), and Donald Campbell (1987) have argued that epistemology is at the heart of 
research methodology. Epistemology is the aspect of philosophy that “deals with questions 
involving the nature of knowledge, the justification of beliefs, and rationality” (Godfrey-
Smith 2003, p. 235).

Every researcher constructs a research question or study based on a particular episte-
mology; it is the foundation upon which the researcher decides what kind of knowledge 
is possible, adequate, and legitimate (Crotty 1998). Every study has embedded within it, 
answers to specific epistemological questions (Crotty 1998) including: What kinds of data 
are legitimate and meaningful? What kinds of data are trustworthy? Do we deem objective, 
quantifiable measures to be more legitimate than subjective, qualitative constructions? Is 
there an external, objective truth that we can identify? Not every researcher espouses the 
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same epistemology, nor is every study constructed from the same  epistemological base. 
Similarly, not all types of syntheses rest on the same epistemological underpinnings.

It is widely accepted—though rarely articulated—that in order to adopt, engage with, or 
innovate within a given methodology, it is important to understand and appreciate its epis-
temological foundations. Several seminal methodological papers on knowledge syntheses 
exist (Arksey and O’Malley 2005; Cook and West 2012; Grant and Booth 2009; Kastner 
et  al. 2016; Tricco et  al. 2011; Tricco et  al. 2016b), including papers that focus specifi-
cally on such syntheses in HPE (Maggio et al. 2019; McGaghie 2015; Thomas et al. 2017). 
Furthermore, the field of health professions education has recently been grappling with 
the nature of integrative versus interpretive knowledge syntheses (Bearman and Dawson 
2013) and the axiological perspectives of the studies that the review teams include in their 
synthesis (Kelly-Blake et al. 2018). Just like epistemological and methodological consid-
erations require reflection and careful deliberation in any synthesis, so do axiological ones. 
Axiology is the study of values (Pole 1961). Axiological integrity is defined as “the ability 
to retain values in transferring, translating, or synthesizing axiological evidence” (Kelly-
Blake et  al. 2018; p. 835; Varpio and MacLeod in press). These ongoing debates draw 
attention to the epistemologies that can inform research and how those orientations shape 
the investigations we engage in. However, few of the manuscripts addressing these debates 
explicitly explain or illustrate how an investigator’s worldview about the fundamental 
nature of knowledge and reality can influence their decisions to adopt or adapt particular 
methods for reviewing and synthesizing bodies of literature.

This manuscript explores the vital relationship between epistemology and methodol-
ogy in the context of scoping reviews, one type of knowledge synthesis. We describe how 
the philosophical underpinnings of scoping reviews shape how researchers gather, analyze, 
and interpret knowledge obtained from a heterogeneous corpus of literature. Our objectives 
are twofold: (1) to describe the foundational principles informing scoping reviews, and (2) 
to describe how these principles guide methodological considerations. Drawing from our 
own experiences, we illustrate some of the methodological challenges we have encountered 
while executing a scoping review on clinical reasoning and reflect on how these challenges 
might have been reconciled through a broader understanding of the methodology’s philo-
sophical foundation, and through a greater appreciation of our own personal reflexivity. 
Our intention is neither to propose a new approach to conducting scoping reviews, nor to 
represent our own work as the exemplar against which other scoping reviews should be 
measured (Jeong et  al. 2018; Kelly-Blake et  al. 2018; Lawrence et  al. 2018; Ossenberg 
et  al. 2018; Webster et  al. 2015). Rather, our aim is to share some of the lessons we’ve 
learned for avoiding pitfalls in scoping reviews—particularly those relating to the episte-
mological foundations of scoping reviews.

Philosophical underpinnings of scoping reviews

Scoping reviews originated in the social sciences in response to a need to draw from, and 
synthesize, a broad body of knowledge derived from various methodological and episte-
mological traditions addressing complex phenomena. The heterogeneity of data and epis-
temologies present in the literature to be synthesized means that the research findings 
presented therein are not easily amenable to objectivist-rooted epistemologies. Scoping 
reviews are primarily aligned with the epistemology that Crotty (1998) labels as “subjec-
tivism”, and that Lincoln and Guba (1985) label as “transactional/subjectivist” (henceforth 
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called subjectivism). This epistemology rejects the idea that there is a single objective truth 
to discover and measure. Instead, subjectivism asserts that individuals construct their own 
understanding of reality based on interactions with others and with the surroundings (Lin-
coln and Guba 1985). From this orientation, data and research findings are developed via 
the interactions between the researcher, the context, and the phenomenon being studied 
(Crotty 1998). Given this, researchers cannot stand apart from the phenomenon being stud-
ied. Such objectivity simply doesn’t exist. Instead, we—as researchers—“are shaped by 
our lived experiences, and these will always come out in the knowledge we generate” (Lin-
coln and Guba 1985, p. 213) and in the data we collect throughout the research process—
whether drawn from participants or relevant texts.

When rooted in the subjectivist epistemological foundation, scoping reviews set out to 
map the available knowledge on a given topic (Arksey and O’Malley 2005; O’Brien et al. 
2016; Tricco et al. 2016a). Scoping reviews are often exploratory and involve searching, 
collecting, and charting data but do not strive to produce a single answer that is objectively 
true (Arksey and O’Malley 2005). Instead, they bring together the myriad of information 
on the topic that is available, allowing researchers to offer a subjective interpretation of 
what is known about that topic. Scoping reviews do not favour a narrow scope of inclusion 
for the literature to be synthesized; instead, they include a wide range of literature includ-
ing, for example, peer-reviewed journal articles, opinion pieces and commentaries, and the 
grey literature (Hagg et al. 2018; Williams et al. 2017). As Arksey and O’Malley (2005) 
indicate “The process is not linear but interactive, requiring researchers to engage with 
each [scoping review] stage in a reflexive way and, where necessary, repeat steps to ensure 
that the literature is covered in a comprehensive way.” In reviewing and synthesizing such 
expansive literature, the researcher actively builds an interpretation that is shaped by per-
sonal experiences, expertise, and knowledge (Arksey and O’Malley 2005).

It should be noted that scoping reviews are usually conducted from a subjectivist episte-
mology, but not exclusively so. It is possible to engage in scoping reviews from an objec-
tivist epistemology—particularly from the relative objectivist epistemology espoused by 
post-positivist researchers. This orientation acknowledges that knowledge is conjectural, 
based on hypotheses that have yet to be falsified (Bergman et  al. 2012). Given that this 
epistemological position recognizes the impossibility of ever truly developing objec-
tive knowledge about reality, a researcher working from this orientation can also harness 
the power of scoping reviews to synthesize a body of knowledge. However, in so doing, 
the scoping review resulting from that work will be modified to align with an objectivist 
epistemology.

To summarize, the epistemological orientation embraced by the researcher will shape 
the way the scoping review is conducted. In this manuscript, we address scoping reviews 
that have their epistemological roots in subjectivism (The Joanna Briggs Institute 2015).

Authors’ positionality

 The philosophical approach that a researcher adopts must align with the selected synthe-
sis methodology; different methodologies conceive of legitimate knowledge and evidence 
in distinct ways. If the philosophical underpinnings of the chosen knowledge synthesis 
are misunderstood or inappropriately operationalized because a researcher’s philosophi-
cal approach is misaligned with the intended epistemology of the synthesis method, 
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researchers risk engaging in low-quality syntheses and drawing erroneous or inappropriate 
conclusions.

We, ourselves, are scholars in HPE who have engaged with several different types of 
syntheses (scoping: Thomas et al. 2014; Pelaccia et al. 2019; Varpio et al. 2018; Young 
et  al. 2018, 2019); umbrella: Maggio et  al. 2019). Our team is comprised of scholars 
from different disciplinary backgrounds (Education, English, Cognition), professions 
(occupational therapists, medical doctors, researchers) and data types (qualitative, quan-
titative, mixed methods); this inevitably necessitates that we engage in reflexivity when 
working collaboratively on a synthesis. Throughout the execution of various syntheses 
including the ones on clinical reasoning (Young et al. 2018, 2019, under review) which 
we discuss later in this paper, we have paused on several occasions to engage in discus-
sion on how our different disciplinary backgrounds and epistemological views and by 
extension, methodological traditions, were shaping the decisions we were making in the 
context of executing a large review project (for a detailed discussion see Young et  al. 
2018).

In the synthesis work described in this manuscript, we adopted a subjectivist episte-
mology. That said, in any individual project, we move across epistemologies to align the 
research methodologies to fit the kinds of research questions being addressed. In other 
words, we don’t ascribe to or favour one particular ontological or epistemological view-
point over all others. Instead, we wrestle with our epistemological leanings in every study 
when we are confronted with, and have to address, issues such as: what knowledge can 
legitimately be extracted from the literature, how are we justified in our claims that the 
knowledge has some inherent value, how do the methods we use align with the purpose 
of the synthesis, and how the knowledge is synthesised in a manner that is defensible and 
leads to reasonable conclusions on a complex topic.

How epistemology shapes methodological considerations of scoping 
reviews

To illustrate how these philosophical moorings shape scoping review methodology, we 
offer our experiences studying clinical reasoning (Young et al. 2018, 2019 in review). In 
that research, we consciously embraced subjectivism through each step of the review pro-
cess but needed to overcome the challenges of staying grounded in the underpinnings of 
this methodology. Through our synthesis experience, we have curated a list of perspectives 
to embrace while engaging in a scoping review, in addition to potential pitfalls to avoid, 
which are summarized in Table 1. In the following discussion, we deconstruct each of the 
six formal steps of the scoping review process (Arksey and O’Malley 2005) and explain 
how the execution of each step embodies subjectivism.

Step 1 Identifying the research question

Given the subjectivist foundations of scoping reviews, questions amenable to this kind 
of knowledge synthesis are those where researchers map, explore, and document the range 
of knowledge available regarding a phenomenon. Scoping review questions are broad, 
open, exploratory, and answerable through a narrative description and inductive analysis—
reflecting the epistemological foundations of constructivism. Questions that ask what [e.g. 
What outcomes have been found in relation to the use of different tools and approaches to 
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promote reflection in nursing education (e.g. dialogues, diaries, case studies [e.g. Schu-
mann Scheel et  al. 2017))], or how [e.g. How have online lectures been integrated into 
medical school curricula? (e.g. Tang et al. (2018)] are well suited to scoping reviews, more 
so than those that ask narrower questions about why something works, or when and/or 
where a phenomenon occurs, as in the case of realist reviews (e.g. Wong et al. 2012).

Our scoping review focusing on the clinical reasoning literature set out to address the 
following question: “How is clinical reasoning (and associated terms) defined and concep-
tualized in the HPE literature?” We chose a scoping methodology because of the explora-
tory nature of the project, and of the breadth and depth of the literature we expected to 
uncover. We embraced the possibility of discovering multiple understandings of clinical 
reasoning, rather than seeking to obtain a singular ‘truth’ (i.e. a single definition) about the 
concept.

Step 2 Identifying relevant studies

Decisions about what counts as legitimate and acceptable sources of information to 
be included in the synthesis are also informed by its underlying epistemology. Questions 
asked in scoping reviews tend to require the inclusion of a broad range of sources includ-
ing but not limited to primary research (i.e. qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods), other 
types of syntheses (e.g. narrative, realist), commentaries, editorials, newspaper articles, 
and conference proceedings. This breadth of inclusion provides a comprehensive portrait 
of the phenomenon under study, allowing for consideration of research evidence as well as 
theory-oriented manuscripts or lay literature. Inclusion of commentaries, editorials, grey 
literature and non-traditional academic sources reflects a broad conceptualization of what 
can be considered legitimate evidence reflective of a  subjectivist stance and aligned with a 
research question focused on understanding breadth and scope.

This broader scope of inclusion raises a number of important considerations. Scholars 
must decide, for example, whether the grey literature (Hagg et  al. 2018; Williams et  al. 
2017) (i.e. materials developed external to traditional academic journals and/or books) 
should be included in the synthesis. Should editorials, opinion pieces, and position papers 
also be included? Are we justified in including such sources of information? What purpose 
will this literature serve (i.e. what is expected to be understood and what information is to 
be gained by including these kinds of data sources)? Should published literature using all 
kinds of data collection methods (e.g. surveys, interviews, patient chart excerpts, draw-
ings, etc.) be included? How will findings from these diverse contexts be synthesized? At 
the root of these questions lie important epistemological questions about what ought to 
be considered sources of knowledge and how can these various forms (often included in 
one same scoping review) be aggregated to answer one overarching question. These deci-
sions about inclusion of various forms and sources of knowledge need to be informed by 
the study’s research question—i.e. can the question be answered by these various sources? 
Other considerations include a purposeful inclusion of research team members with dif-
ferent perspectives, and with sufficient methodological and content expertise, to be able to 
appropriately analyze the data included in the review.

Our scoping review on clinical reasoning, for example, included publications from 
a variety of sources (e.g. primary literature, review papers, opinion pieces, theses), and 
attended to extracting quotes that described how the concept of clinical reasoning was 
being used throughout these works. The prioritization of qualitative data, in the form of 
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excerpts, resulted in the need for expertise in qualitative analysis approaches, in addition to 
content expertise, to help analyze and appropriately contextualize the data.

Step 3 Selecting studies

A clearly described, well justified description of the literature for inclusion in the syn-
thesis is vital for the trustworthiness of scoping review findings. It is common practice 
to have teams of two or more reviewers indicate whether a study should be included or 
not, through the application of agreed-upon inclusion criteria (e.g. a question focused on 
how simulation is used in nursing education is unlikely to include studies based only on 
physician populations). This requires the review team to develop inclusion and exclusion 
criteria that align with the research question. However, teams are frequently confronted 
with disagreement at this stage of the review. This disagreement can come from a variety 
of sources—e.g. an unclear wording of inclusion criteria; a body of unexpected work may 
necessitate re-crafting of the inclusion criteria following team discussion; or team mem-
bers’ epistemological stances and methodological traditions colour their interpretation of 
a paper and their decision to include or exclude it. As a result, an important methodo-
logical question arises: Should scoping review teams compute and strive for high levels of 
agreement (whether in the form of percent agreement or Kappa) as a marker of rigor, as 
in other synthesis methodologies (e.g. systematic reviews)? If we consider the epistemo-
logical stances that underpin scoping reviews, calculating consensus in this manner may 
reflect an inappropriate expectation for the convergence of multiple perspectives, or the 
prioritization of one perspective over another. We propose that teams need to consider the 
epistemological grounds of the scoping review methodology and to justify decisions for 
including (or not) a computational consensus approach to agreement. Given that subjec-
tivism is the epistemological foundation of scoping reviews, is an inter-rater agreement 
calculation an appropriate measure of rigor? If disagreements occur between raters, should 
they be resolved by ‘tie-breaking’ or consensus? Where do the disagreements lie? Where 
do disagreements in interpretation come from? Are the disagreements due to differential 
expertise across team members (e.g. some team members may be better versed in certain 
methodological distinctions) or due to different understandings of a concept (i.e. do people 
understand or define a key concept differently)? It is possible that the disagreement itself 
marks an important element of the state of current knowledge on a given topic.

We encountered several difficulties with establishing consensus, and have described a 
pause and reflect exercise that we engaged in as a response to an uncharacteristically low 
level of agreement between reviewer dyads in selecting the papers for our review on clini-
cal reasoning (Young et  al., 2018). A deeper analysis of the disagreement revealed that 
there were multiple different understandings and definitions of clinical reasoning within 
the team; team members were disagreeing as to what was considered a legitimate compo-
nent of the concept. After much debate, we opted not to calculate agreement but instead to 
include all papers that had been identified as relevant for a definitional review. Since the 
purpose of our review was to map differences in understandings of clinical reasoning in the 
literature, a consensus definition for the purposes of study selection would have run coun-
ter to the purpose of the synthesis.
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Step 4 Charting (extracting) the data

In this step, the scoping team determines what information should be extracted from 
the included literature to answer the research question. Low inference data (e.g. authors, 
research question, country of origin, participants) are fairly straightforward to extract and 
allow for a description of the papers included in the synthesis. In our experience, how-
ever, they do not result in a rich mapping of the concept at hand. Data extracted from the 
introduction, results, and discussion sections of papers are those that tend to generate most 
disagreement among reviewers. Review teams are confronted with questions such as: What 
results are worthy of extraction? How are different components of a concept discussed or 
described? How can the data be mobilized to respond to and inform the review question? 
How much of the original text should be extracted? Here is where epistemological orien-
tation must be clearly understood. When working from a subjectivist position, the broad 
scope of inclusion for the manuscripts included in the review means that the data to be 
extracted will be highly variable. The research team must engage in the hard work of devel-
oping a means of extracting information from manuscripts that will enable comparison, 
amalgamation, and insight generation.

In our review of clinical reasoning, we engaged in an iterative process of developing, 
testing, revising, and retesting our extraction forms. To develop and refine this tool, we 
needed to answer several key questions. Chief among these was determining what types of 
studies offer insight into how clinical reasoning is conceptualised—a challenging question 
as traditional designs (e.g. case control, quasi experimental, etc.) and validation studies, 
or observational ethnographic work can meaningfully contribute to understanding clinical 
reasoning. It was during the pilot testing of the extraction form that we realised that our 
reviewer dyads interpreted studies differently. Rather than report on study design, to ensure 
that the data generated through extraction could be meaningfully interpreted, our subjectiv-
ist epistemological stance allowed us to shift our approach to extracting the stated purpose 
of the study, and reporting the type of data collected.

Step 5 Collating and reporting findings

Remaining true to a subjectivist perspective requires that review teams acknowledge 
(1) the diverse ways of aggregating and analysing data to answer an overarching research 
question answered through a scoping review; and (2) that team members’ perspectives will 
enrich and deepen their understanding of the phenomenon under study. There is a need to 
mobilize diverse analytical procedures that draw from bibliometric, descriptive, quantita-
tive, qualitative, and mixed methods traditions in order to engage in the mapping of the 
literature that is at the heart of scoping review methodology. Considerations for multiple 
stances—in the team and in the extracted data—should be built early into the review pro-
cess and considered explicitly in a plan for analysis or intended approach to the data gener-
ated by the review process.

Teams must synthesize, analyse, and report a heterogeneous body of literature in a rig-
orous and reproducible manner. There is often a lack of clarity when researchers describe 
how data in scoping reviews were collated and reported; as a result, it can be challenging 
to differentiate poor reporting from poor design and execution (Davis et al. 2009; O’Brien 
et al. 2015). Given the multiple legitimate types of data, approaches to analysis, and inten-
tions behind synthesis, it is important for a review team to be able to articulate how they 
are generating a map of the literature or synthesizing the data collected, in a way that is 
seen as rigorous, transparent, and a legitimate contribution to the literature.
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For our work on clinical reasoning (Young et al. 2019, in review), collating and report-
ing our findings using a subjectivist approach resulted in the analytical process evolving in 
response to our growing understanding of findings. Our original question focused on how 
clinical reasoning was defined in the health professions; however, we found and collected 
other terms (i.e. other language used to describe clinical reasoning) with the hope that 
these other terms would provide a richer perspective on the concept and inform our subse-
quent work. We identified a total of 110 different terms, an unexpectedly high number, and 
these findings required adaptations to our analysis plan and continued consideration of our 
research goals and stance. Our subjectivist perspectives allowed for this broader inclusion 
of terms and definitions, and consequently, we were able to contribute to the literature on 
clinical reasoning through mapping multiple terminologies used to describe clinical rea-
soning (Young et al. 2019).

Step 6 Consultations with stakeholders and potential knowledge users

Though this step is optional, review teams should consider consulting stakeholders who 
are most likely to make use of the results of the review (e.g. to inform educational planning 
or policy). True engagement and recognition of the subjectivist nature of scoping reviews 
require stakeholders to be equal partners in the review; they must see a clear role for them-
selves in shaping the review to ensure that it will produce meaningful and useful knowl-
edge. Importantly, this type of collaboration and co-construction of meaning acknowledges 
the value and utility of the stakeholder’s expertise and the multiple ways of knowing that 
are the root of scoping reviews’ epistemological foundations.

As part of our on-going research into clinical reasoning in medicine, we have engaged 
with a policy decision-making body [i.e. the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of 
Canada (RCPSC)] as a knowledge user. In this work, the College plays a central role in 
helping to shape the study, ensuring that results of our work can inform policy develop-
ment and refine discussions around important aspects of clinical reasoning. Our goal in 
working with the RCPSC is to facilitate co-construction of knowledge emerging from a 
vast literature to better support teaching and assessment practices. A process of co-con-
struction can help to shape policy documents, if this is the goal, and identify weak links or 
gaps in the literature that need to be considered as policies are revised and enacted. If the 
purpose of the review is to inform our basic understanding of a concept, as is the case with 
our clinical reasoning reviews in the broad health professions education literature, a con-
sultation may not be necessary.

Lessons learned

We have learned many lessons as a result of conducting scoping reviews. The lessons are 
organised in four main themes: communication, transparency and documentation, embrac-
ing iteration and methodological adaptations, and expecting (and coping with) surprises. 
These are not meant to be prescriptive, nor are they an exhaustive list of our attempts to 
grapple with scoping review methodology. We present these as food for thought for col-
leagues who are thinking about embarking on a review, or who are similarly struggling 
with the execution of a challenging review of a broad topic.

Communication among team members during the scoping review process, as in any 
academic endeavour, is crucial as teams advance through the steps of the review and are 
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confronted with a variety of challenges. We have found that this helped us achieve an 
agreed upon meaning or informal definition of the key concepts and core research targets 
through deliberate and explicit conversations that value multiple perspectives and stances. 
We have also found that documentation of our discussions and decisions has been very 
useful at the writing for publication stage, and a resource if we need to adapt our approach 
to emerging surprises. Given the iterative nature of scoping reviews, it is wise to keep a 
detailed record of decisions made along the way.

Teams must make sound, and well documented, methodological decisions along the 
way in a straightforwardly executed review, or in the face of unexpected results. Teams 
must also respect the foundations and recommendations of the methodology and ensure a 
high quality knowledge ‘product’. While the flexibility of the method is one of its strengths, 
flexibility and adaptations to the scoping review methodology require that teams clearly 
articulate and defend why certain methodological choices are made, particularly when 
deviating  from what might be expected as more traditional operationalizations of the scop-
ing review method. We advise review teams to anticipate and embrace methodological 
adaptations when needed, and when well justified. In the spirit of respecting the epistemo-
logical base of the methodology and remaining true to its subjectivist roots, review teams 
are advised to recognise disciplinary and epistemological differences amongst team mem-
bers, discuss how these may influence the review process and outcomes, and be prepared to 
articulate and defend why certain decisions are made.

Lastly, scoping review methodology has at its core an assumption of iteration; when 
mapping a broad, emerging, or new area of work, little guidance is likely available regard-
ing the specifics necessary of a research question, inclusion or exclusion criteria, or data 
that may be legitimately informative. An iterative process involves the occasional pausing, 
re-examination and reflecting on the rigorous nature of the synthesis process “Analyze as 
you go” approach: pausing the extraction process at various points during the review to 
conduct preliminary analyses and ensure that the data being collected are aligned with the 
current plan for analysis, and are able to make a legitimate contribution to answering your 
research question.

Conclusion

This manuscript has focused primarily on the epistemological considerations of scoping 
reviews, one method increasingly finding its way in many HPE journals. We recognise dis-
cussions on the epistemological foundations of reviews are not unique to this one type of 
knowledge synthesis and may be relevant to all types of reviews.

Our experiences in executing scoping reviews on complex concepts have refined our 
appreciation of the methodological and epistemological aspects of scoping reviews. Scop-
ing reviews provide teams with a unique opportunity to map a large body of literature to 
uncover and construct a new understanding of a particular topic. Scoping review teams 
must be mindful of how different perspectives may colour, enrich, and broaden find-
ings from the review, and be prepared to purposefully engage with these differences to 
strengthen the review process. Teams that encounter surprises should attempt to find the 
beauty in the differences and strive to build a new understanding of why and how these dis-
tinct foundational philosophies enhance rather than constrain the conclusions derived from 
a well-executed synthesis.
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