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While much has been written about the methods that should inform narrative and
systematic reviews, far less consideration has been given to their purpose. While the
narrative review is a common text type in higher education research, relatively little is
known about how these reviews seek to make a novel contribution. Reviews can play a
role in facilitating knowledge mobilisation, bridging the gap between academia and end-
user purposes for professions, industry, government and the public. Our article reports
on a content analysis of a sample of narrative reviews in higher education collected
through a systematic method in order to determine if narrative reviews in higher
education make a novel knowledge mobilisation contribution, and if so, the kinds of
contributions they might make. Findings suggest that most of the contemporary reviews
in higher education in the sample included a novel knowledge mobilisation contribution
that had been extracted and developed during the review process, demonstrating a
common willingness to engage with the review findings to detive practical implications,
and these contributions targeted a broad range of topics and potential end-users in
higher education.

Introduction

Regardless of their methodology, research reviews typically attempt to help the reader
make meaning of a body of relevant prior research in relation to a topic of interest.
Reviews certainly hold a valued place in education research in general; the highest impact
journal in the subject of education exclusively publishes “critical, integrative reviews of
research literature bearing on education” (Sage Journals, 2024), not solely empirical work
unless it is woven into a broader review. It can be argued that reviews must seek to make a
novel contribution, despite being predominantly comprised of the work of others, in order to
warrant publication in an academic journal. A novel contribution can be conceptualised as
an original and new offering or insight, and in some contexts, in order to constitute
research, a novel contribution must be made. For example, the most recent Australian
Government (2024) examples of activities that do 7ot meet the definition of research for
the purposes of higher education research data collection includes “literature reviews that
are predominantly a summary of the current knowledge and findings of a particular R&D
(research and development) field or topic and do not include any critical assessment or
report any new findings or original experimental work” (p. 11). As such to ‘count’ as
research in Australia, reviews cannot merely synthesise research or reiterate prior findings;
they need to extend knowledge.

There are many diverse types of reviews, and their research method may be debated and
contentious, with differences in approach within a review type (e.g., meta analyses following
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Cochrane and non-Cochrane approaches, Useem et al., 2015). Research has concentrated
on a distinction between systematic and narrative reviews. Systematic reviews follow a
structured method to locate, screen, evaluate and summarise research findings in response
to an explicit and focused research question, and they may “include a meta-analysis
component which involves using statistical techniques to synthesize the data from several
studies into a single quantitative estimate or summary effect size” (Uman, 2011, p. 57).
Narrative reviews, also known as traditional reviews (Boelle & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2015),
are “a scholarly summary along with interpretation and critique” with far more flexibility
around methodological approach (Greenhalgh et al., 2018, p. 2).

For some, this inclusive flexibility of method is a strength of narrative reviews (e.g.,
Sukhera, 2022), however, systematic reviews may be more highly regarded, as they are felt
to be more likely to have an explicitly articulated research question and methodological
approach, and be less constrained by subjectivity (Greenhalgh et al., 2018; Uman, 2011).
Narrative reviews are often framed around their deficiencies rather than what they offer
the field (e.g., see Table 1 in Ressing et al., 2009). This noted, for research topics where
informing studies have little uniformity in their methods, such as where statistical findings
cannot be compared due to heterogeneity in method, or where research problems in their
infancy have been explored in diverse ways, systematic reviews are of limited utility, and a
narrative approach is more appropriate, though laden with related limitations (Baumeister
& Leary, 1997; Siddaway et al., 2019). As noted by Collins and Fauser (2005), for some
review topics, “the strengths of the systematic review may turn into weaknesses”, with the
primary problem being “that the narrow focus and prescribed methods of the systematic
review do not allow for comprehensive coverage” (p. 103).

Regardless of the review approach selected it must be fit for purpose. As such, there is a
need to distinguish between inquiries “that require data (for which a conventional
systematic review, with meta-analysis where appropriate, may be the preferred
methodology); and those that require clarification and insight (for which a more
interpretive and discursive synthesis of existing literature is needed)”, the narrative review
(Greenhalgh et al, 2018, p. 2). Furthermore, despite these distinctions, it is not
uncommon for researchers to blend approaches, for example creating systematic narrative
reviews (e.g. Jones et al, 2021). It can also be seen that these approaches may be
responsive to vastly different theoretical underpinnings. A narrative review does not
typically seek to make a contribution that draws on a “positivist and post-positivist
worldview” that posits that “a single reality can be known through experimental research”;
instead, aligning with “subjectivist and interpretivist paradigms” the narrative review will
make contributions drawn from a “subjective and dynamic” framing (Sukhera, 2022, p.

414).

While the narrative review is a common text type in the higher education research space,
relatively little is known about how these texts seek to make a novel contribution beyond
introducing implications for further research. This knowledge is needed, as research
methods courses for undergraduate, postgraduate, and higher degree by research students
may struggle to explain the value of the narrative review without deep understanding of
this potential purpose, and how it is responsive to the current research climate. Indeed,



700 The novel knowledge mobilisation contributions of narrative reviews in higher education

the first author initially devised this research while writing a postgraduate research
methods course and deeply considering what this kind of novel contribution may look like
in order to translate this knowledge to students, and how to distinguish between a
literature review as a unique text, and a review of literature that sits within another text as
an argument that a new study meets a genuine research gap or need (Siddaway et al.,
2019). While much attention has been given to the process of reviewing, particularly in
relation to soundness of methodology, and structure(s) for reporting (Boell & Cecez-
Kecmanovic, 2015), far less attention has been given to the purpose of the review, and its
novel contribution. Novices in the creation of this text type need insight into what the
novel contribution can entail to stimulate a vision of how they too may contribute.

With growing focus on the social contribution of university research, universities seek to
undertake applied research that is responsive to the solving of practical challenges, and in
some instances, commercialisation of research findings (Zhang & Tang, 2024). Reflecting
this trend toward research with practical application, in some nations, research funding
levels are higher for applied research (which focuses on specific, practical problem solving)
than basic research (which focuses more broadly on the advancement of knowledge without
an imagined application). For example, in the US, the federal obligation for funding is
slightly higher for applied research than basic research (Pece, 2024, p. 5), and in Australia,
the research and development category with the greatest higher education expenditure is
for applied research (Ferguson, 2022, p. 3).

There may also be increasing focus on the need for demonstrable real-world benefit in
response to public investment in research. For example, in the UK, “universities receive
significant public funding through the Higher Education Funding Councils and are
expected to carry out research which is for the public benefit (emphasis in the original
work)” (Imperial College London, n.d., para. 7). Schweiger et al. (2024) similarly
contended that “society expects only research that offers the greatest social benefits in
terms of economy, health, culture, etc., to receive funding”, though with “considerable
disagreement with regard to defining these ‘greatest social benefits’ and determining the
criteria for allocation in a democratic society” (p. 1). While basic research has high value
and yields notable benefits (e.g., Salter & Martin, 2001), applied research has the more
immediate contribution beyond academia.

Aligned with this focus on a real-world contribution, while narrative reviews seek to
provide a novel assessment of a body of knowledge (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2015),
in contemporary times, it may do more than this. While traditionally the goals of the
narrative review may be alighed with a researcher audience (such as using narrative review
for theory development) (Baumeister & Leary, 1997), a contemporary narrative review
may be responsive to the current push for &nowledge mobilisation (KMb) (Merga, 2021), with
a clear end-user purpose for its professional target audience.

Resonating with the principles of applied research, KMb relates to “moving knowledge to
where it can be most useful” (Ward, 2017, p. 477) in forms where it is best fit for
consumption relative to end-user needs, and it is framed by some as an ethical imperative,
linked to social responsibility (e.g., Sales et al., 2024). While research evidence can be
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drawn upon to inform and enhance practices and policies (Al Hallami & Brown, 2014,
Ziam et al., 2024), this potential may never be realised if researchers do not actively strive
to facilitate KMb, and narrative reviews can play a role. In some contexts, the concept of
KMb may be new to readers, and this may in part be due to lack of provision for KMb
skill development in some academic institutions; for example, our study of early career
researcher academics found that they may encounter “far less support for producing
research outputs for non-academic users” compared with support for the production of
outputs for scholarly audiences (Merga & Mason, 2021a, p. 672).

The end goal of KMb activities is &nowledge adoption, which relates to end-users such as
policy makers “digesting, accepting and then ‘taking on board’ research findings; noting
their relevance, benefits or future potential” (Brown, 2012a, p. 455). A range of internal
and external factors are felt to influence this process. For example, researchers who want
their research to be used beyond academia need to pay attention to the accessibility of
communications, given that end-users may be “keen to receive ‘straightforward’ narratives
or stories coupled with advice they can understand” (p. 461); research needs to be
presented in an appealing and engaging manner; attention needs to be given to the
platform of delivery; and there should be “tailoring of content”, with “all audiences for a
particular piece of evidence” being “well defined and understood in advance of any
communication” (p. 461), among an array of additional considerations.

The current research climate in many countries strongly encourages researchers to be
actively involved in fostering KMb through accessible communication and researcher-
industry links (Merga, 2021), with ever-growing impetus for research to fit real-world
purposes dictated by industry, governments, public interest and research funding (Merga
& Mason, 2021a). It might thus be expected that the contemporary narrative review may
have goals that extend beyond implications for other researchers. For example, literature
may be analysed and presented to outline a clearly articulated new research trajectory
driven by professional needs (Merga et al., 2021), inform professional practice with
explicit recommendations drawn from the research (Merga, 2023a), provide research-
informed consumer advice to inform professional advocacy (McManus et al.,, 2011), or
posit a new framework to inform a professional approach to a persistent problem (Healey
& Merga, 2017), among many other purposes. Like all texts with high readability demands,
narrative reviews with end-user implications included may still be somewhat inaccessible
depending on the literacy level of the intended end-user (Ferguson et al., 2021).

When we express ideas in a complex manner, we are able to communicate in nuanced
ways that are laden with both explicit and subtle meaning. However, the more complex
our expression becomes, the more readers are excluded from what it attempts to
communicate. .. Given the widely varying levels of literacy in the general public it simply
is not possible to be accessible to all through the written medium without activating
adjunct multimodal supports, such as read aloud options for those at a very low level of
English literacy. Furthermore, there is no universal consensus on readability levels for
the general public. (Merga, in press, pp. 136-138)
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However, reviews that contain these implications can lend themselves to easy
transformation into alternative, readable texts requiring lower levels of reading
comprehension if in written form (Merga, 2021), with the review doing the initial work of
synthesis and real-world application needed (Sales et al., 2024).

To date, the presence and possible nature of novel real-world contributions of narrative
reviews in higher education have not been subject to investigation. To this end, the
research questions informing this article are:

1. Do narrative reviews in higher education make novel KMb contributions?
2. If yes, what kinds of novel KMb contributions might be made?

Methods

First, a corpus of current higher education reviews was captured via a systematic process
on 27 May 2024. Narrative reviews were sourced in English from Google Scholar search
engine and Education Source database using keywords ‘narrative review; higher education’ as
search terms. Additionally, currency criteria of 2020-2024 were set as an additional search
limitation. Only peer-reviewed journal articles were added to the corpus as a quality
control measure. Given the well-documented issues of Google Scholar inclusion of non-
peer reviewed content (e.g., Merga et al., 2020), all journals from both Google Scholar and
Education Source were checked in SClmago Journal Rank (SJR) for indexing as an
imperfect measure to limit inclusion of predatory journals (see Merga, 2024). In Google
Scholar, the limited filter options in the Advanced Search led to the capture of an
overwhelming amount of irrelevant content, so the specification that terms needed to
appear in the title was added, yielding 25 results. Education Source allowed for more
nuanced searching, so the title specification was not added. This led to 94 articles being
found.

From these initial 119 items, exclusions were then made for the following reasons.

* Journal not SCImago Journal Rank indexed

* Not a journal article

¢ Outside date scope

 Citation only

* Included empirical data (not just a narrative review)

* Not a narrative review

* Not concerned with higher education

* Duplicate (within search engine/database or already captured in another search
engine/database)

After initial exclusions, the remaining articles were closely read and again checked to
ensure that they were narrative reviews. Narrative reviews did not need to focus solely on
research literature in order to be included (e.g. Van Schalkwyk et al., 2022); some inclusion
of grey literature was accepted. The process was concluded with a corpus of N=26 journal
articles.
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The first author closely read the articles using a deductive approach to content analysis.
Deductive analysis refers to “data analyses that set out to test whether data are consistent
with prior assumptions, theories, or hypotheses identified or constructed by an
investigator” (Thomas, 2006, p. 238), and in this instance, the researchers sought to
determine if narrative reviews in higher education make KMb novel contributions. Where
a novel contribution was felt to have been made, one illustrative quote of a novel
contribution was extracted from the text, with one possible beneficiary identified. The
following criteria were used as a conceptual basis and to inform this process:

* Presence of an explicit, novel, real-world contribution for an end-user (not only for
‘future research’; cannot rely on the reader to translate).
* An end-user can be broadly and flexibly conceptualised as any implicated party.

Steps were taken to enhance the reliability of this process. Without exposure to the first
author’s categorisation, given the same criteria, the second author independently reviewed
the full set of articles, repeating the process undertaken by the first author. The authors
then negotiated to agree on a final classification, justifying their positions, returning to re-
read the articles if required for clarity, to the point of reaching full agreement (Elliot,
2018). Finally, keywords were collected from these articles to demonstrate the wide range
of sub-interests within higher education incorporated within this body of reviews.

Results
Of the N=26 articles, the majority (n=15) contained a clear example of a novel KMb
contribution that could be related to an example beneficiary in the higher education

context, as outlined in Table 1.

Table 1: Examples of novel KMb contributions of higher education reviews (n=15)

Sl Keywords/ Example of novel knowledge Exarr.lple.
(author, L oo beneficiary in
themes mobilisation (KMb) contribution .
year) higher educ.
Azaola, Social support; Once students are enrolled, universities should Student
2020 extended family;  |diversify their schemes of student support. This services staff
diversity; higher could be done through allowing diverse ways of
education communication that include students’ own support

networks outside university, and inside university,
organise buddy schemes, peer mentoring and online
platforms in addition to traditional counselling and
enabling services already provided. In order to ease
adaptation to university life it is also important that
academic staff incorporate students’ funds of
knowledge in their pedagogical practices and
curriculum... (pp. 1075-6)
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Baquero-  |Formative For task designers, it is important to keep in mind  |Educators
Vargas &  |assessment; that questions should tap into different cognitive
Pérez-Salas, |authentic skills. For example, a multiple-choice question can
2023 assessment; be used to develop analytic thinking based on a

objective short text, while a matching exercise can help

assessment; students relate information to other contexts, and a

subjective simulation activity can help practice a skill. Also,

assessment objective structures can be combined with simple

verification questions that induce students to reflect
and enhance metacognitive thinking... (p. 183)

Chugh et |Feedback; post-  |Overall, the literature shows that the key strategy ~ |Postgraduate
al,, 2022 |graduate research |for positive feedback is for supervisors to be Supervisors

supervision; supet- |flexible and adaptable... and to use a balance or

visor feedback; blend of different feedback styles, instead of

doctoral students; |attempting to standardise supervision... (p. 691-2)

PhD and research

masters
Clouder et |Neurodiversity; In order to achieve deep learning in the light of Instructional
al., 2020 disclosure; cognitive impairment, students with learning designers

reasonable disabilities require extra time to access special-ized

adjustments; support and master technologies, alongside flexible

narrative synthesis |learning opportunities... (p. 772)
Healy &  |Role of academic |To encourage students to engage in research and  |Academic
Healy, 2024 |developers; stud-  |inquiry, ADs can support student participation at  |developers

ent-staff partner- |conferences, co-authoring with staff, and

ship; students as  |embedding research and inquiry into programs...

partners; narrative |(pp. 6-7)

literature review;

significant conver-

sations; holistic

academic

development
Johnson et |Diversity; equity; |Recommends “providing institutional support and |Leadership
al., 2024 inclusion; anti- resources and enacting more inclusive institutional

racism; medical
education

policies and practices that contribute to their
advancement, belonging, and visibility in spaces that
remain predominantly occupied by the dominant
culture. This includes leadership roles and
opportunities to participate in scholarly venues that
often support promotion and advancement, such as
scholatly journal or publication platforms.” (p. 8)

Juntunen &
Lehenkari,
2021

Process theory;
narrative literature
review; systematic
literature review;
bachelor’s thesis;
qualitative research

Previous knowledge on the standard steps of a
literature review process is valuable yet confusing
and insufficient for the purposes of narrative
researchers. Our study offers an appealing
framework for supervisors, students and researchers
in general for conducting a narrative literature
review. (p. 340)

Students
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Mellifont, |Neurodiversity; | The literature has reported of accommodations that [Conference
2023 university; higher |endeavour to improve the experiences of neurodiv- |organisers
education; ergent staff who attend conferences as well as other
disability; inclusion [social events more broadly. Specifically, conferences
can be lived streamed to foyer ateas (avoiding hectic
conference rooms) and offer break-out spaces that
are designed to be quiet and comforting. ..
Conferences that aim to be more accessible to
neuro-divergent delegates would do well to consider
these kinds of innovative measures. (p. 876)
Mohamad |Belonging; higher |There should be an active effort to establish Student
& Manning,|education; support mechanisms as early as possible to ensure |services staff
2024 international social integration beyond the vacuum of the
student; university |educational and professional realms. By organising
activities, events and initiatives that include and
cater to a diverse student body including those who
have families and children. (p. 30)
Phillips et |Academic identity; |Self-care initiatives, guidelines surrounding working |Leadership
al., 2022 academia; women; |hours to limit overworking, expectations surround-
academic ing productivity, providing professional and person-
experience; gender |al development opportunities, building social netw-
orks and collaborations, and the reducing of work-
load to allow for employees to engage in self-care
would all be important in re-establishing an
academic system that sepatates the worker from the
work, and maintains the importance of care above
all else. (p.10)
Robinson, |Alternative format |For those who opt for the alternative format, it Policymakers
2023 thesis; PhD; would be especially beneficial for institutional
academic policies to clearly define the role of the supervisor
publishing; UK} in the process from the outset, ensuring that there is
higher education  |appropriate recognition of the contribution of the
wotk of the PhD candidate. (p. 147)
Stenalt &  |Higher education; |This review pays attention to the ways student Educators
Lassesen, |student agency; agency influences student learning. First, it clearly
2022 student learning;  |illustrates how educators can understand and
outcomes; review  [support student agency. This includes cultivating
learning environments of trust, equity and co-
construction. The literature suggests that this is
patticularly important during students’ first years of
study. (p. 664)
Turner et |EDJ; STEM; While we are addressing the systemic barriers, that |Educators
al,, 2022 |academic integrity |are more complex and time intensive, the immed-

iate shift could be to frame discussions of academic
integrity around what students need in order to be
more successful in their STEM program. This
approach is more empathetic, respectful, and takes
academic integrity infringements beyond
punishments... (p. 335)
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Visser et |Community For example, shaping the course activity together  |Educators
al., 2023 involvement; can be as simple as having one period of extensive
higher education; |contact with community actors before the course
reciprocity; activity in order to align goals and expectations.
community More intensive involvement could look like
engagement; codesigning the entire course (activity) based on co-
collaboration identified community priotities. (p. 68)
Westoby et |Batriers; facilita-  |In defining or recommending appropriate ‘actions’, |Leadership
al., 2021 tors; advancement; |we can refer back to the results of the studies inclu-
higher education; |ded in our review alongside relevant theory which
sexism; allow us to tentatively suggest the following: (i) the
discrimination; generation of local supportive and accessible
progression; women-based networks — a space devoted to gender
female equality issues supports solidarity and connection. ..
(p. 1051)
Discussion

As per Table 1, most of the contemporary reviews in higher education in the sample
included a novel knowledge mobilisation (KMb) contribution that had been extracted and
developed during the review process, demonstrating a common willingness to engage with
the review findings to derive practical implications. The examples in Table 1 show useful
and highly practical advice where the translation work has been done by the researcher.
Prospective beneficiaries were broad, and included, but were not limited to higher
education based educators, student services staff, postgraduate supervisors, instructional
designers, policymakers, conference organisers, academic developers, students and
leadership. Broadly categorised from the keywords, narrative reviews in higher education
with a novel contribution covered topics related to academic integrity, academic roles,
assessment, community involvement, diversity, equity, feedback, inclusivity, research
communication, research methods, and student learning. As per Table 1, implications for
end-users derived by the researcher authors of these papers were wide ranging, such as
practical suggestions on how universities can diversify their approach to student support
(Azaola, 2020), or how to make a conference in higher education appropriate for
neurodivergent staff (Mellifont, 2023).

Outside these n=15 of N=26 articles were numerous instances where a novel KMb
contribution could potentially be extracted from the review by a reader willing and able to
invest this cognitive labour, but the researchers did not articulate this, or the researchers
vaguely claimed it in the conclusion without actually describing it in the body of the work,
again giving the reader the work of extrapolation. Reticence to cross this bridge for the
readers is understandable; KMb is not a purpose of every review. Furthermore, where
reviews do not incorporate many empirical studies with evaluative methods, this renders
deriving implications speculative. In addition, it is certainly reasonable that for many
researchers, the end product needs to focus on implications for other researchers in topics
with a paucity of extant research. However, researchers may not uniformly understand the
principles of knowledge adoption and KMb, and may not always be given adequate
training and support in these areas. For example, previous research on institutional
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support for sharing research with end-users beyond academia found that there can be
considerable variation on levels of support for these research outputs across institutions
and contexts (Merga & Mason, 2021b). If this training were to become more broadly
available and widespread in higher education, it could be expected that a change in the
volume and quality of novel KMb contributions will be observed.

Higher education institutions may find themselves motivated to provide this training due
to a financial imperative related to research funding. Where the key purpose of the review
is to synthesise data and propose a need for targeted future research, contemporary
researchers in higher education may in some cases be doing themselves a disservice.
Considering the real-world relevance of this future research in these reviews may be a vital
and significant step toward getting this future research funded, as government and
industry funding sources look to impact beyond academia; simply claiming to need the
research for other researchers may do little to inspire the buy-in of external funders. In
addition, where institutions ramp up expectations that academics engage in KMb and
support knowledge adoption, providing training is not sufficient; this work needs to be
supported and considered within the overall workload as it involves significant labour
(Merga & Mason, 2021b).

We also want to present implications for researchers wanting to become more effective at
crafting implications for audiences beyond academia. A fear of being too prescriptive or
dictating a didactic approach was also apparent in some of these reviews; perhaps some
researchers are reluctant to illustrate a novel KMb contribution due to fears that this will
limit tailoring to unique contexts/needs. It may be contended that in many cases, even
suggestions made tentatively (such as those made by Westoby et al., 2021, p. 1051) are
welcome over an absence of consideration of the real-world implications of reviews.

While more research is needed in this area, the authors of this article interact closely with
end-users of their work beyond academia (e.g., Merga, 2023b) and conduct research on
strengthening academics’ capacities for KMb (e.g., Merga & Mason, 2020), and while we
recognise this may not always be appropriate to the purpose of the review, or as
aforementioned, what was captured within it, we have anecdotally observed that our end-
users greatly appreciate works featuring concrete examples of practical implications to
guide the reader. As such, where practicable, we encourage researchers to move from the
safety of the very general to specific, research-informed implications for practice, while
acknowledging limitations. These reviews do not just contend that their work is useful;
they show how it can be for an audience beyond academia. When specific, research-
informed implications are identified, whether in the form of strategic advice, practical
approaches for implementation, frameworks or guidelines for policy makers or leaders
making decisions, the reach of the paper extends accordingly.

Researchers may not be the natural agents of translation, and perhaps they should not be
doing this translation work alone without end-user input. This has implications for a re-
imagining of narrative reviews. Sales et al. (2024) noted that
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... KMb strategies are directly related to the researchers’ conceptions of the research, its
objectives and the processes used to disseminate it. In our view, KMb strategies are not
based on an instrumental or utilitarian concept of participation where researchers retain
control over the process and the results, which is more similar to a knowledge transfer
model. Rather, the participation must have an emancipatory component that comes from
the ethical perspective of transformative research which enquires not just for but with
citizens. .. Therefore, to identify this type of inclusive participation in KMb practices in
academic research, we should focus on the interaction between researchers and
participants during the research process. (p. 22)

Depending on the area of research focus, this partnership for transformative research
might look like researchers reviewing with undergraduate students on a topic around
student support, or with industry partners on a topic around how universities can work
most effectively with their industry counterparts. The potential of these kinds of shared
research exercises has not been comprehensively explored in the extant literature, though
they align with the research on knowledge adoption which encourages “general
involvement by policy makers in research studies”, as “user engagement is crucial to
maintaining dialogue and the continuous flow of ideas, ensuring that projects remain
relevant and at the forefront of policy makers’ thinking” (Brown, 2012a, p. 461).

We imagine that these shared exercises could allow the researcher to learn much from the
end-user lens on the literature, and the ways the literature might resonate differently with
end-users with the advantage of current, lived, real-world experience, leading to perhaps
very different imagined uses. End-users who are not researchers will learn about research
rigour and how to gauge the merits of research, useful transferrable skills, among others.
We hope to conduct future research in this space first-hand. Where these shared exercises
are not practical or possible, we suggest that researchers could give further consideration
to submitting ‘in confidence’ drafts of reviews to end-user partners for response and
feedback, and then acknowledging this contribution under the heading of
acknowledgments in the article, or if the contribution meets the weight required to
constitute authorship, as co-authorship. This will help researchers to create review
implications that resonate with end-users, while also making end-users closely familiar
with the review, putting them in a position to promote and disseminate it within end-user
communities upon publication.

There are many other implications for future research, with a limited selection included
here. Future research could focus on a more exhaustive identification of possible end-
users; for our purposes, we sought to show that there was at least one beneficiary linked
to the quote. Quantitative research could investigate if narrative reviews perform well
relative to articles reporting on empirical research. For example, the median citation
performance of empirical research articles from the same issue could be compared to the
citation performance of the narrative review. While there are obvious limitations to this
approach only some of which could be easily controlled for, this additional knowledge
could help supervisors of students creating narrative reviews in higher education topics,
perhaps as part of their PhD, informing advice about the relative potential impact of these
works.
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Further research could also be done to gauge the end-user usability of real-world
recommendations in narrative reviews, in terms of knowledge adoption considerations
relating to factors such as accessibility (which can relate to readability) and relevance.
Furthermore, future research could also focus on specific kinds of novel knowledge
mobilisation contributions in reviews, such as those concerned with issues of
representation.

Conclusions

Our article encourages consideration of the current purpose of the narrative review in
higher education, illustrating that many contemporary reviews in this space may make a
novel contribution that can support KMb, perhaps responsive to growing expectations
that where applicable, research and reviews should have an evident real-world application.
The reviews we analysed commonly offer practical insights across a breadth of interests
and end-users in higher education.

Aligning with this theme, our article also has a range of practical purposes in addition to
these implications for future research. For example, this article will be useful for higher
degree by research students and their educators/supervisors. These students may not
necessarily enter masters and PhD courses with strong pre-existing skills in methods. This
article can be used to demonstrate exactly what a novel contribution with end-user
relevance may be, drawing on Table 1, supporting these students to create these text types.
The findings in this article can be drawn upon in university research methods courses to
explain the potential value of the narrative review from a KMb perspective. This article
may also be beneficial for any higher education researcher looking to write a review with
impact to attract funding for applied research. Considering what the novel KMb
contribution of this work may be at planning stage can change the shape of the research,
and potentially inform adjustments to underpinning research questions so that researchers
are reading closely for real-world implications in their review of the literature.

Simply asking the question “who is this review for?” early and often in the review process,
and imagining an audience beyond other researchers, can be a useful starting point. A plan
for stakeholder engagement can then be devised that enables researchers to communicate
these findings in appropriate and easily consumable modes, and at times and contexts
where end-users such as policy makers are open to the influence of new evidence or ideas
(Brown, 2012b), such as at professional or industry-specific conferences. Finally, we
believe that the points raised in this article are worth the consideration of academic
publishers seeking to enhance the KMb potential of review contributions in higher
education. Perhaps in some instances they may wish to explicitly indicate in author
guidelines that research reviews that offer a novel contribution for KMb will be
welcomed.
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