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ABSTRACT
Introduction: The production of science is characterized by socio-political and technological forces that influence what knowl-
edge is produced. In this context, empty reviews have received little attention, with debate ranging over the pros and cons of their 
publication. However, their dissemination may improve the ability to recognize and prioritize research gaps. The main aim of the 
study was to map empty reviews published in nursing science.
Materials and Methods: A scoping review in accordance with Arksey and O'Malley, Joanna Briggs Institute and Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses for Scoping Reviews. The review protocol was registered in the 
Open Science Framework database in April 2025. Four databases and grey literature were searched; there were eligible scoping 
or systematic reviews defined as “empty” in the field of nursing. A modified framework of Patterns, Advances, Gaps, Evidence 
for practice, and Research recommendations was used to summarize the extracted data.
Results: Fifteen empty reviews were identified. In terms of Patterns, the empty reviews were mainly published in high-income 
countries over the last 10 years and related to clinical practise and outcomes, education and training, organizational and human 
resources, and approaches to maternity care, mental health, and nursing education. In general, reporting guidelines were used, 
while funding was not documented. In terms of Recommendations, more primary studies, the development of tools and the stra-
tegic use of empty reviews to inform the funding and research agenda were suggested.
Linking Evidence to Action: Empty reviews in nursing may indicate neglected or emerging areas that can help orient research 
agendas to ensure equity-oriented priorities and reduce the marginalization of under-investigated topics. Recognizing empty 
reviews as legitimate scholarly outputs supports transparent mapping of knowledge gaps, helping funders, institutions, and re-
search programs direct resources to under-investigated areas. Dedicated registries that publicly report empty reviews, establish 
minimum reporting standards, and require explicit keywords in titles and abstracts would improve transparency and accessi-
bility, and stimulate targeted primary research that can turn “empty” areas into active inquiry. From this perspective, empty 
reviews may attract research investment rather than be seen as methodological failures.

1   |   Introduction

Scientific research does not take place in isolation, but is 
shaped by social, technological, and political factors, reflecting 

its inherently socio-technical and politically motivated char-
acter (Florides and Christodoulides  2023). The processes of 
knowledge production, validation and dissemination are in-
fluenced by the internal needs and priorities of developing 
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scientific disciplines and also by external forces such as techno-
logical innovation, regulatory frameworks and funding dynam-
ics (Raynaud et  al.  2021). In healthcare research, these forces 
increasingly influence the nature of evidence production (Peters 
et al. 2021) and also shape the knowledge that is recognized as 
valuable (Železnik et al. 2017).

In this landscape, empty reviews, where authors have not found 
suitable studies (Lang et al. 2007), are stimulating an interesting 
debate. Overall, an empty review does not only mean the ab-
sence of studies in a particular area. It can also reflect a new area 
of research or be a consequence of a very specific review ques-
tion or strict methodological inclusion criteria (Yaffe et al. 2012). 
However, while Cooper asserted that research syntheses should 
address topics for which there is already a body of evidence 
(Cooper  2017), others have considered the meaningful indica-
tors of evidence gaps—such as the empty review report—as a 
starting point for prioritizing research (Jones 2022).

Methodological authorities have emphasized the importance of 
identifying and transparently reporting empty reviews to en-
sure accurate evidence mapping and inform research agendas 
(Higgings et al. 2024; Peters et al. 2021). The Cochrane Empty 
Reviews Project has shown that empty reviews are relatively 
common in healthcare research. Overall, 8.7% of Cochrane sys-
tematic reviews were categorized as empty based on searches up 
to 2010, with an increasing trend in their publication over time 
(Yaffe et  al.  2012). However, empty reviews appear to be rare 
in some specific discipline, such as nursing: An examination of 
293 systematic reviews published in nursing journals found no 
empty reviews (Gray  2020), which contrasts with general pat-
terns in healthcare, where evidence gaps are increasingly doc-
umented (Wang et al. 2022). The few empty reviews available 
in nursing may reflect editors' reluctance to publish given their 
perceived low impact leading to systematic publication bias 
(Gray 2021; Slyer 2016). This may also be due to the prioritization 
of primary and secondary studies that document positive out-
comes as also influenced by impact metrics and citation incen-
tives that systematically marginalize the reporting of negative 
or null results (Pollock et al. 2023). In addition, funding can also 
influence publication trends: Between 2008 and 2018, funded 
publications in nursing research more than doubled, with a con-
centration in high-priority areas such as oncology and deempha-
sizing other areas (Zhu et al. 2021). Consequently, wider shifts 
in publication dynamics may also influence the publications of 
empty reviews, where citation-related incentives and funding 
adjustments determine what should be published and recog-
nized as valuable knowledge (Gray 2021). Furthermore, recent 
bibliometric analyses have shown that articles recognized as ex-
emplary in nursing tend to reinforce established research path-
ways, further entrenching selective visibility and narrowing the 
perceived landscape of nursing scholarship (Nicoll et al. 2020). 
Assessing empty reviews as legitimate scientific outputs could 
instead help to accurately map knowledge gaps and guide re-
sponsible research investment (Higgings et al. 2024; Jones 2022) 
by providing a transparent account of neglected areas and 
helping to counter publication bias that distorts perceptions of 
research maturity and progress (Wells et al. 2018). However, de-
spite their relevance, to our knowledge no summary of empty 
reviews published in the field of nursing has been produced to 
date. In the broader context of publication dynamics, our intent 

is to summarize empty reviews published in nursing to provide 
insights into their patterns, the current state of knowledge gaps, 
and the research recommendations.

1.1   |   Objective of the Study

The aim was to identify, map, and analyze empty reviews pub-
lished in the nursing field.

2   |   Materials and Methods

A scoping review was conducted in 2025, following the meth-
odological framework of Arksey and O'Malley  (2005) and the 
Joanna Briggs Institute Reviewers' Manual (JBI) (Aromataris 
et al. 2024). The study design was chosen with the intention of re-
flecting studies that were conducted in a comprehensive manner 
(Peters et al. 2021) with a systematic, transparent and replicable 
process. The following steps were ensured: (a) research question 
formulation and (b) relevant studies identification; (c) study se-
lection, (d) data summarization and (e) synthesis of results. The 
review adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses and its extension for scoping re-
views (Tricco et al. 2018) (Table S1). In addition, the research 
protocol was registered in the Open Science Framework data-
base (https://​osf.​io/​kxzb4/​​overview) on 8 April 2025.

2.1   |   Stage 1. Research Question

The research question was: “Which empty reviews have been 
published in the field of nursing?” The Population, Concept and 
Context (PCC) methodological approach was used to define the 
components of the review question and to approach the litera-
ture search (Pollock et al. 2023). The population (P) referred to 
“empty review,” the concept (C) to the “absence of studies,” and 
the context (C) to the “nursing field.”

2.2   |   Stage 2. Relevant Studies

To identify the relevant studies, the 3-step search process of the 
JBI (Aromataris et al. 2024) was applied.

In the first step, an initial exploratory search was conducted 
in PubMed and the Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied 
Health Literature (CINAHL) to identify “seed references” that 
are defined as records of studies that meet the inclusion crite-
ria for the review question (Aromataris et al. 2024). To improve 
the search strategy, additional searches were conducted using 
Google and Google Scholar. Furthermore, in consultation with 
the researchers (CM, DD, GM, SC, AP), the list of keywords and 
indexed terms was refined to ensure a comprehensive and well-
structured search framework.

In the second step, the relevant Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) 
terms and keywords were combined using truncation symbols 
and Boolean operators: “nurs*,” “review,” “empty review,” “no 
result,” “no eligible,” and “nursing” (Table S2). The search was 
conducted in four databases: PubMed, Scopus, CINHAL and 
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Cochrane Database of Systematic Review. To mitigate potential 
publication and information bias, particularly given the under-
representation of empty reviews (Slyer 2016), the grey literature 
was systematically searched by manually reviewing a selected 
list of relevant websites.

In the third step, the reference lists of the included studies were 
analyzed to identify further eligible studies. The guidelines 
of the Terminology, Application, and Reporting of Citation 
Searching (TARCiS) statement (Hirt et al. 2024) were followed, 
which emphasize backward and forward citation searching as 
essential complementary search techniques.

No restrictions were placed on language or publication date 
to avoid language bias and ensure comprehensive inclusion of 
studies (Aromataris et al. 2024). Details of the search strategy, 
including databases and sources, can be found in Table S3.

2.3   |   Stage 3. Study Selection

There were eligible secondary studies in the field of nursing 
that did not retrieve any studies to include, thus reflecting an 
empty review as defined by Lang et al. (2007). Included were 
(1) scoping or systematic reviews that were explicitly defined as 
“empty” and (2) that focused on nursing. Therefore, the follow-
ing were excluded: (1) reviews that included at least one study; 
(2) methodological or theoretical papers, abstracts, and letters 
to the editor; and (3) studies not related to the field of nursing.

RAYYAN software (Ouzzani et al. 2016) was used to organize 
the retrieved sources and make the screening process efficient. 
First, duplicates were removed. Then, the titles and abstracts of 
the studies were screened by three independent reviewers (CM, 
DD, GM) based on the eligibility criteria; in case of disagree-
ment, two additional reviewers (AP, SC) were consulted until a 
consensus was reached. The full texts of the studies were then 
retrieved to determine eligibility. At the end of each phase of 
the screening process, meetings were held between the review-
ers, and disagreements were discussed until a consensus was 
reached or the issue was resolved.

2.4   |   Stage 4. Data Extraction

Based on the research question, key data from the included 
studies were captured in a table developed, reviewed, and 
refined by two reviewers (CM, GM) under the supervision of 
scientific experts (SC, AP). The data extraction form included: 
(1) general information (title, authors, year, publisher or re-
pository, and country of affiliation of the authors) and funding 
related to the financial support (or lack thereof) reported by 
the authors (Álvarez-Bornstein and Montesi  2021); (2) study 
design (aim, type of study, methodological guidelines fol-
lowed, protocol registration, and consultation with a librar-
ian); (3) search process (databases and registries accessed, 
other search sources, number of studies initially included, 
reviewed in full text, and finally included); (4) main findings 
(documented reasons for absence of studies, limitations, de-
scription of excluded studies, and recommendations for future 
research). Data extraction was performed independently by 

three reviewers (CM, DD, GM) and then combined. In case 
of discrepancies, two additional researchers were consulted 
(AP, SC).

2.5   |   Stage 5. Data Collection, Summary 
and Report of the Results

A modified PAGER framework (Bradbury-Jones et al. 2022) was 
used to organize the results according to Patterns, Advances, 
Gaps, Evidence for practice, and Research recommendations, 
allowing for a structured and comprehensive synthesis based 
on the research question. Specifically, in line with the nature 
of the study, which was to map the available empty reviews, 
the Advances and Evidence were not summarized. The find-
ings extracted from the retrieved empty reviews were separated 
and then categorized following an inductive analysis (Ahmed 
et  al.  2025). The Patterns, Gaps, and Recommendations were 
then mapped. Three researchers (CM, DD, GM) conducted the 
process, which was subsequently checked by the rest of the re-
search team (see authors).

3   |   Results

3.1   |   Flow of Results

Based on the flowchart of the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 (Page 
et  al.  2021), the results of the search process are shown in 
Figure 1. Initially, 3297 records were identified from all sources. 
After excluding studies that did not fulfill the eligibility crite-
ria, 18 full-text articles were reviewed, of which three were ex-
cluded (Bercier and Maynard  2015; Rosati et  al.  2024; Sheikh 
et al. 2008) (Table S4). The reference lists of the included studies 
were also checked; however, no further relevant reviews were 
identified. Thus, a total of 15 empty reviews were retrieved, in-
cluding one from grey literature.

As summarized in Table 1, overall, studies were published be-
tween 2015 (Chang et al. 2015) and 2025 (Jonckers et al. 2025). 
The first authors were mainly affiliated in the United States 
(n = 5; Bertocchi et  al.  2025; Brown et  al.  2021; Johnson 
et al. 2024; Leighton et al. 2021; Sibley et al. 2024) and Australia 
(n = 5; Chang et al. 2015; Coyne et al. 2016; Hanna et al. 2023; 
Heffernan et al. 2022; Moyo et al. 2020). Four were published in 
the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews (Chang et al. 2015; 
Coyne et al. 2016; Hanna et al. 2023; Moore et al. 2016), while 
each of the other journals contributed only a single report. Five 
studies (e.g., Bertocchi et al. 2025) declared in the title that the 
review was “empty.”

All reviews included a brief description of the reasons for the 
excluded studies that led to an empty review. A mismatch be-
tween the population, intervention, comparison, or outcome of 
the screened studies and the aims of the reviews or the eligibility 
criteria is the most common reason for exclusion. Moreover, the 
main reasons cited were the lack of randomized controlled trials, 
robust observational studies, or the prevalence of qualitative de-
signs that did not meet the inclusion criteria (Chang et al. 2015; 
Coyne et  al.  2016; Hanna et  al.  2023; Moore et  al.  2016). Two 
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reviews excluded studies due to an unclear or insufficient con-
ceptual link between the investigated constructs (Bertocchi 
et al. 2025; Leighton et al. 2021). Finally, one review reported 
the exclusion of a study due to a high risk of bias identified after 
publication, which led to a formal retraction of the study (Chang 
et al. 2015).

Among the limitations, language was most frequently cited, 
with most reviews restricting their search to English and, in 
some cases, Italian or Dutch. In contrast, only four reviews, 
all conducted by Cochrane groups, did not impose language 
restrictions (Chang et  al.  2015; Coyne et  al.  2016; Hanna 
et  al.  2023; Moore et  al.  2016). Time restrictions were only 
identified as limitations in three reviews (Brown et al. 2021; 
Johnson et  al.  2024; Tzenetidis et  al.  2023). Moreover, the 
exclusion of grey literature was mentioned as a limitation 
in two studies (Johnson et al. 2024; Moyo et al. 2020), while 
one study explicitly mentioned the inclusion of grey literature 
as a limitation due to data collection challenges (Heffernan 
et al. 2022). Selection bias was mentioned as a potential limita-
tion due to human error during the screening process (Brown 
et al. 2021) and the databases selected (Bertocchi et al. 2025). 
Another limitation was the inaccessibility of certain policy 
documents, as reported by Heffernan et  al.  (2022). Two sys-
tematic reviews also acknowledged limitations in their study 
design, pointing out that conducting a scoping review instead 
of a systematic review could have provided more comprehen-
sive results, potentially avoiding empty reviews (Heffernan 
et al. 2022; Moyo et al. 2020).

3.2   |   Patterns

Five main patterns emerged in relation to (1) methodological 
aspects (study design, reporting guidelines, pre-registration and 
databases), (2) topics considered, and (3) funding (Table 2).

Firstly, 13 of the 15 studies were systematic reviews and two 
were scoping reviews. In addition, the PRISMA guidelines 
(Page et  al.  2021) or related reporting tools were followed by 
the majority of the empty reviews (n = 11; Bertocchi et al. 2025; 
Brown et al. 2021; Harrison et al. 2023; Heffernan et al. 2022; 
Johnson et al. 2024; Jonckers et al. 2025; Leighton et al. 2021; 
Moyo et al. 2020; Sibley et al. 2024; Tzenetidis et al. 2023; Walsh 
et al. 2021). Four (Chang et al. 2015; Coyne et al. 2016; Hanna 
et al. 2023; Moore et al. 2016) were developed in accordance with 
the Cochrane standards, while two further reviews (Leighton 
et  al.  2021; Tzenetidis et  al.  2023) additionally referenced the 
methods recommended by the JBI.

Secondly, almost half of the reviews formally registered their 
protocols. Cochrane was the most common registry (n = 4; 
Chang et al. 2015; Coyne et al. 2016; Hanna et al. 2023; Moore 
et al. 2016), followed by PROSPERO (n = 3; Brown et al. 2021; 
Moyo et al. 2020; Sibley et al. 2024), the Research Registry (n = 1; 
Harrison et al. 2023), and OSF (n = 1; Heffernan et al. 2022).

Third, the number of databases and registries consulted ranged 
from a minimum of two (Tzenetidis et al. 2023) to a maximum of 
nine (Coyne et al. 2016; Leighton et al. 2021). CINHAL was the most 

FIGURE 1    |    PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews which included searches of databases, registers and other sources (Page 
et al. 2021). CINAHL, Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature; DANS, Data Station Life Science; OSF, Open Science Framework; 
PRISMA, Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses; PROSPERO, International prospective register of systematic 
reviews.
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frequently searched database (n = 12; Bertocchi et al. 2025; Brown 
et al. 2021; Chang et al. 2015; Coyne et al. 2016; Hanna et al. 2023; 
Heffernan et al. 2022; Johnson et al. 2024; Leighton et al. 2021; 
Moore et  al.  2016; Moyo et  al.  2020; Sibley et  al.  2024; Walsh 
et  al.  2021), followed by PubMed (n = 10; Bertocchi et  al.  2025; 
Brown et al. 2021; Chang et al. 2015; Coyne et al. 2016; Hanna 
et al. 2023; Harrison et al. 2023; Heffernan et al. 2022; Jonckers 
et al. 2025; Leighton et al. 2021; Sibley et al. 2024). The registries 
were also frequently consulted, such as the WHO ICTRP (Chang 
et al. 2015; Hanna et al. 2023; Moore et al. 2016), the Cochrane 
Central Register of Controlled Trials (Leighton et al. 2021; Moore 
et al. 2016) and the Clini​caltr​ial.​gov Register (Chang et al. 2015; 
Moore et  al.  2016). Grey literature was searched in specific 
databases such as ProQuest Dissertation and Theses (Coyne 
et al. 2016; Sibley et al. 2024; Walsh et al. 2021), Google (Harrison 
et al. 2023; Heffernan et al. 2022; Tzenetidis et al. 2023) or nurs-
ing associations (Coyne et al. 2016; Sibley et al. 2024). One third 
of the included reviews reported an additional search strategy by 
consulting the reference list (n = 5; Bertocchi et al. 2025; Chang 
et al. 2015; Johnson et al. 2024; Moore et al. 2016; Walsh et al. 2021). 
In addition, collaboration with professional librarians or follow-
ing established search instructions was explicitly described in the 
majority of reviews (n = 10; Brown et al. 2021; Chang et al. 2015; 
Hanna et  al.  2023; Heffernan et  al.  2022; Johnson et  al.  2024; 
Jonckers et al. 2025; Leighton et al. 2021; Moore et al. 2016; Sibley 
et al. 2024; Walsh et al. 2021). One report explicitly declared that 
no librarians were involved (Harrison et al. 2023), while four did 
not specify this aspect (Bertocchi et al. 2025; Coyne et al. 2016; 
Moyo et al. 2020; Tzenetidis et al. 2023).

Fourth, the retrieved empty reviews related mainly to “Clinical 
Practise & Patient Outcomes” in terms of the topics considered 
(n = 9; Brown et al. 2021; Chang et al. 2015; Coyne et al. 2016; 
Hanna et al. 2023; Jonckers et al. 2025; Moore et al. 2016; Moyo 
et al. 2020; Walsh et al. 2021) exploring the effectiveness of clin-
ical interventions or the association between nursing practises 
and patient outcomes. The main target groups were young chil-
dren and people with mental health problems. Then “Education 
& Training” was also considered (n = 3; Johnson et  al.  2024; 
Leighton et al. 2021; Sibley et al. 2024), focusing on educational 
strategies, assessment tools and training methods aimed at 
improving the competences of nursing students or profession-
als. Less frequently the “Organizational & Human Resources” 
(n = 2; Heffernan et al. 2022; Tzenetidis et al. 2023) in relation 
to structural, organizational or systemic interventions aimed at 
optimizing care or supporting service users within healthcare 
systems. Only one empty review considered “Concepts” (n = 1; 
Bertocchi et al. 2025) as relevant to the nursing care, as the rela-
tionship between standardized terminologies and missed care.

Finally, as a fifth pattern, five studies explicitly reported the ab-
sence of funding for the development of their research (Bertocchi 
et al. 2025; Heffernan et al. 2022; Johnson et al. 2024; Jonckers 
et al. 2025; Moyo et al. 2020). However, in other reviews, fund-
ing details were either unclear or not provided (n = 5; Brown 
et  al.  2021; Leighton et  al.  2021; Sibley et  al.  2024; Tzenetidis 
et al. 2023; Walsh et al. 2021). Cochrane groups were an import-
ant source of funding in two studies (Chang et al. 2015; Moore 
et  al.  2016). Academic and national institutions also played a 
crucial role. La Trobe University (Moyo et al. 2020), the Royal 
College of Surgeons in Ireland, the University of Manchester 

(Moore et  al.  2016), and the National Institute for Health and 
Care Research (Heffernan et al. 2022) provided targeted fund-
ing for specific studies. In addition, independent research 
networks and non-profit organizations, such as the Vermont 
Oxford Network (Walsh et al. 2021) and the Stichting Kinderen 
Kankervrij (Coyne et al. 2016), also emerged.

3.3   |   Gaps

In relation to “Clinical Practice & Patient Outcomes,” the fol-
lowing gaps were documented:

a.	 Infant and maternal domain: no evidence was found on 
the effectiveness of specialized neonatal transport teams 
(Chang et al. 2015), isolation or cohort practices in neonatal 
units (Hanna et al. 2023), humidification of incubator air 
(Jonckers et al. 2025), interventions to promote shared de-
cision making in children with cancer (Coyne et al. 2016), 
and the association between nurses' work environment 
and severe maternal morbidity (Brown et al. 2021);

b.	 psychiatric nursing domain: no evidence was found for 
nurse and patient outcomes (Moyo et  al.  2020), for the 
administration of psychotropic drugs in dementia care 
(Walsh et al. 2021), and for the effectiveness of community-
based interventions to improve mental health and wellbe-
ing (Harrison et al. 2023);

c.	 bed rest domain: no evidence was found for the effects of 
bed rest on healing of pressure ulcers in wheelchair users 
(Moore et al. 2016).

Regarding the empty reviews on “Education & Training,” Sibley 
et al. (2024) reported a lack of validation for Objective Structured 
Clinical Examinations (OSCEs) and standardized patient simu-
lations in nurse education, while Leighton et al. (2021) found no 
studies that used validated instruments to assess the outcomes 
of traditional clinical experiences in pre-licensure nurse educa-
tion and no studies were found that addressed the preparation 
of nurses for transition to academic roles (Johnson et al. 2024).

In the topic “Organisational and Human Resources,” no evi-
dence was found for the effectiveness of tri-response models 
for mental health crises (Heffernan et  al.  2022) or the use of 
validated instruments such as the Copenhagen Psychosocial 
Questionnaire to assess nurses' work environment and perfor-
mance (Tzenetidis et al. 2023).

Regarding the “Concepts,” no empirical studies were found on 
the use of standardized nursing terminologies to manage unfin-
ished nursing care (Bertocchi et al. 2025).

3.4   |   Research Recommendations

Three main recommendations were addressed in the included 
empty reviews, relating to (1) methodology, (2) prioritization 
and (3) funding (Table 3). Well-designed primary studies, par-
ticularly for conducting randomized controlled trials and rig-
orous observational research, were recommended by several 
authors (Chang et al. 2015; Coyne et al. 2016; Hanna et al. 2023; 
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TABLE 3    |    Recommendations from included empty reviews according to modified PAGER framework (Bradbury-Jones et al. 2022).

Authors Methodology Priorities Funding

Bertocchi 
et al. (2025)

To conduct empirical studies 
linking SNTs and UNC

To explore the integration of digital 
systems and clinical terminologies to 
detect, document, and prevent UNC

Brown et al. 
(2021)

To conduct high-quality cross-
sectional and longitudinal studies 
and use theoretical frameworks

To investigate the relation 
between the nurse work 

environment and SMM in HICs

To highlight the value of 
empty reviews in identifying 

funding priorities

Chang 
et al. (2015)

To conduct cluster RT among 
different specialist team members

To develop knowledge 
regarding clinical outcomes and 
effectiveness of specialist-trained 

neonatal transport teams

Coyne 
et al. (2016)

To conduct RCT to investigate 
the effects of interventions

To promote participation in 
SDM for children with cancer; 

to identify how new multi-media 
innovations can support information 

exchange between children 
and healthcare professionals

Hanna 
et al. (2023)

To conduct well-designed 
randomized studies, both 
cluster-randomized and 
individually randomized

To evaluate the effectiveness, 
safety, and cost-effectiveness of 

patient isolation measures

Harrison 
et al. (2023)

To conduct studies considering 
the development or adaptation 

of existing methods

To gather perceptions of the 
community-based interventions to 

improve mental health and wellbeing

To generate evidence to 
support funding of community-

based interventions

Heffernan 
et al. (2022)

To conduct robust studies 
specifically on tri-response models

To assess the impact of tri-response 
models on reducing involuntary 

detentions and improving 
emergency mental health care

Johnson 
et al. (2024)

To conduct high-quality 
research studies

To explore the transition of 
APRNs from clinical practice 

to online/hybrid academia 
and strategies to support it

Jonckers 
et al. (2025)

To conduct studies comparing 
humidity levels and 

durations in incubators

To define outcomes like 
thermoregulation, skin 

integrity, infections

Leighton 
et al. (2021)

To conduct scientific research 
and test different models 

in nursing education

To develop further studies 
in interprofessional learning 
and practice for increasingly 

complex healthcare environments 
and patient care

To find available funding to 
support rigorous inquiry

Moore 
et al. (2016)

To conduct RCTs available 
to support or refute the use 

of bed rest for pressure ulcer 
healing in wheelchair users

To ensure sufficiently 
large sample sizes

To use standardized and 
validated outcome measures

To include patient-centered outcomes
To incorporate economic evaluations

(Continues)
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Heffernan et  al.  2022; Johnson et  al.  2024; Moyo et  al.  2020; 
Sibley et al. 2024). In addition, the development and validation of 
measurement tools and theoretical frameworks were identified 
as crucial steps to strengthen the methodological foundation of 
nursing research (Bertocchi et  al.  2025; Leighton et  al.  2021; 
Moore et al. 2016; Tzenetidis et al. 2023). Finally, two reviews em-
phasized the value of innovative and unobtrusive data collection 
methods, particularly in studies focusing on user perceptions 
and psychosocial phenomena, to evaluate community-based in-
terventions (Harrison et al. 2023; Heffernan et al. 2022).

In terms of priorities, empty reviews emphasized the need to 
expand the evidence base in relation to clinical practises for in-
fant and maternal health (Brown et al. 2021; Chang et al. 2015; 
Coyne et al. 2016; Hanna et al. 2023; Jonckers et al. 2025), psy-
chiatric care (Harrison et al. 2023; Heffernan et al. 2022; Moyo 
et al. 2020; Walsh et al. 2021), and interventions for prolonged 
bed rest (Moore et  al.  2016). More research in education and 
training was also recommended, focusing on the validation of 
assessment methods such as OSCEs, simulation-based strat-
egies for nurse education (Sibley et al. 2024), traditional clini-
cal placements in undergraduate nursing programs (Leighton 
et al. 2021), and the transition of advanced practise nurses from 
clinical practise to online/hybrid academia (Johnson et al. 2024). 
Research is needed on the structure and impact of different or-
ganizational models in psychiatry (Heffernan et  al.  2022) and 
on the relationship between the psychosocial work environment 
and nurse performance using a validated instrument (Tzenetidis 
et al. 2023). In addition, stronger empirical foundations and val-
idation of nursing-specific frameworks, such as standardized 
terminologies (Bertocchi et al. 2025), should be studied.

In relation to funding, Sibley et  al.  (2024) argued that empty 
reviews highlight critical research gaps and can be used 

strategically to advocate for funding for nursing science. In 
line with this, Brown et al. (2021) suggested that identifying an 
empty review can help funding organizations to set future re-
search priorities. Furthermore, substantial funding was found 
to be necessary to support rigorous investigation (Leighton 
et al. 2021), while Harrison et al.  (2023) emphasized the need 
to provide funding for community-based research interventions.

4   |   Discussion

A total of 15 systematic empty reviews were identified, all pub-
lished in the last 10 years, suggesting an average publication 
rate of one to two reviews per year. This concentration in recent 
years may reflect a growing scientific interest in the importance 
of systematically identifying and mapping evidence gaps to sup-
port future research. At the same time, this may also point to 
the ongoing challenges in securing wider acceptance of empty 
reviews in academic publishing, as previously discussed by 
Gray (2021).

The geographical distribution of authors' affiliations indicates 
a predominance of papers from high-income, English-speaking 
countries, with most publications appearing in nursing jour-
nals and Cochrane databases. Considering that an estimated 80 
systematic reviews were published per day in 2019 (Hoffmann 
et al. 2014) and that in PubMed the string “nursing” and “review” 
with a filter “Systematic reviews” yields 23,953 hits in the last 
10 years (search attended on 5th February 2025), the number of 
empty reviews in the field of nursing appears to be very limited.

A few reviews indicated in the title that they were “empty,” which 
made it difficult to identify the studies in question. The authors 
used different terms to describe the lack of eligible studies, for 

Authors Methodology Priorities Funding

Moyo 
et al. (2020)

To conduct rigorous observational 
and experimental studies on 

skill mix in mental health 
inpatient settings

To explore appropriate 
outcomes such as readmission 

or untoward incidents

Sibley 
et al. (2024)

To conduct comparative, 
rigorous RCTs on OSCE and SP 
simulations in FNP education
To ensure large sample sizes

To build evidence to influence 
policy and practice in 

competency-based education

To support funding 
opportunities addressing 

critical gap in nursing

Tzenetidis 
et al. (2023)

To include studies in 
additional languages

To consider partial-use studies

To use the entire COPSOQ 
questionnaire to fully assess 

psychosocial risks among nurses

Walsh 
et al. (2021)

To conduct studies on 
nurses' decision-making for 

psychotropic use in acute care

To evaluate effects of educational 
interventions on PRN 

administration; to investigate links 
between patient safety and PRN use

To explore alternative non-
pharmacological strategies

Abbreviations: APRN, Advanced Practice Registered Nurse; COPSOQ, Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire; FNP, Family Nurse Practitioner; HIC, high income 
countries; OSCE, Objective Structured Clinical Examination; PAGER, Patterns, Advances, Gaps, Evidence for practice, and Research recommendations; PRN, pro 
re nata; RCT, randomized controlled trials; RT, randomized trials; SDM, shared decision-making; SMM, severe maternal morbidity; SNT, standardized nursing 
terminologies; SP, standardized patients; UNC, unfinished nursing care.

TABLE 3    |    (Continued)
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example, “no eligible studies,” “no results,” “no studies were 
included” and similar. This inconsistency in terminology was 
noted by Lang et al. (2007) and later by other authors who argued 
for the introduction of standardized language (e.g., “no suitable 
studies found”) to improve the comprehensibility of empty re-
views (Schlosser and Sigafoos 2009; Slyer 2016; Yaffe et al. 2012), 
enhance transparent reporting, and inform readers efficiently.

In general, authors describe the reasons for excluding studies, 
whether related to methods, population, or results, as well as the 
search strategy used. They often point out limitations in the pro-
cess, such as excluding certain databases or grey literature. They 
also acknowledge the possibility that papers were overlooked or 
that a different methodology, such as a scoping review, might 
have been more appropriate. Overall, authors tend to clearly 
state both the reasons for excluding certain studies and the lim-
itations associated with their methodology.

4.1   |   Patterns

In terms of methodology, the empty reviews were mainly con-
ducted systematically, while a few used the scoping review 
method, which can identify a broader body of relevant literature, 
particularly in emerging or under-researched areas (Heffernan 
et al. 2022; Moyo et al. 2020). The inherent flexibility of scoping 
reviews allows for the inclusion of different study designs, poten-
tially reducing the occurrence of empty reviews caused by overly 
restrictive inclusion criteria. In addition, all retrieved reviews 
followed established guidelines such as the PRISMA guide-
lines (Page et al. 2021), the Cochrane Handbook for Systematic 
Reviews of Interventions (Higgings et al. 2024) and the Joanna 
Briggs Institute Reviewers' Manual (Aromataris et  al.  2024). 
However, rigor in the context of empty reviews remains un-
defined as there are currently no formal recommendations for 
their reporting and quality assessment. This lack of standard-
ized guidelines for the development and reporting of empty 
reviews was first noted by Montgomery et  al. (Montgomery 
et al. 2011) and later echoed by Yaffe et al. (2012), Slyer (2016) 
and Gray  (2021). The introduction of specific guidelines could 
enhance credibility by confirming the existence of a genuine ab-
sence of evidence and distinguishing truly empty reviews from 
those affected by methodological flaws or incomplete searches.

Almost half of the reviews we analyzed had formally registered 
their protocols. Preparing and registering a protocol prior to con-
ducting the review, in which the rationale, search strategies and 
inclusion criteria are clearly stated, ensures transparency and 
minimizes potential bias (Heffernan et  al.  2022; Montgomery 
et al. 2011). However, protocols were registered on different plat-
forms, which introduces a degree of heterogeneity that may fur-
ther complicate the identification and tracking of empty reviews. 
In addition, some reviews were restrictive in terms of databases, 
while others considered up to nine databases, which may result 
in the former unintentionally limiting the inclusion of studies, 
while the latter may be disproportionately resource-intensive 
with the result that no studies are identified (FitzGerald 2018).

In terms of topics, clinical practise and patient outcomes were 
the most frequently addressed, while infant and maternal care 
and mental health interventions were most often reported as 

lacking, suggesting that these areas are potentially marginal-
ized (Slyer 2016; Wells et al. 2018), which affects the ability to de-
velop clinical guidelines (Leat 2020). The education and training 
of nurses have also been an issue, with studies examining both 
prelicensure programs and advancement in nursing. Empty re-
views can serve as important indicators of research gaps, guid-
ing future studies to promote health equity (Jones  2022) and 
shape research agendas (Gray 2021).

Finally, a third of the empty reviews explicitly stated that they 
had not received funding, just over a third acknowledged that 
they had, while in the remaining cases, this information was 
not clearly disclosed. The availability of funding can also impact 
subsequent publication strategies, such as publishing as open 
access or as reviews commissioned by academic agencies. This 
may influence published reviews and lead to new or less con-
ventional areas of nursing research being neglected. However, 
it may also stimulate funding to support targeted studies to fill 
gaps in funding allocation (Moyo et al. 2020; Yaffe et al. 2012). 
Funding can also encourage international collaboration, which 
may increase the number of studies included in the results and 
help prevent language limitations (Gui et al. 2019).

4.2   |   Gaps

Overall, the list of identified gaps could be a priority area for 
researchers. Making this list visible through special registers 
containing only empty reviews, which are difficult to publish, 
could help young researchers and PhD students recognize gaps 
in knowledge (Gray 2021; Slyer 2016). Moreover, the absence of 
primary studies may reflect different conditions with distinct 
implications for knowledge production. First, an ontological ab-
sence occurs when, after a rigorous and comprehensive search, 
no relevant studies are identified because none exist. This in-
dicates that the topic under investigation represents an emerg-
ing or neglected area within nursing science that has not yet 
attracted empirical attention. In such cases, the empty review 
serves a function by making visible what is currently unknown, 
helping to delineate the boundaries of the field and highlight-
ing new areas for investigation. Second, relevant studies may 
exist but remain inaccessible, undiscovered, or omitted due to 
limitations in search strategy, database indexing, or publication 
practices. Here, the absence of evidence reflects limitations of 
the knowledge system itself rather than a true gap in empirical 
investigation. Third, an absence occurs when existing studies 
are excluded due to overly restrictive inclusion criteria, such as 
an exclusive focus on randomized controlled trials or high-level 
quantitative designs. Although these criteria may be justified by 
methodological rigor, they can unintentionally narrow the evi-
dence base and overlook relevant findings from qualitative, ob-
servational, or mixed methods research, particularly in complex 
areas of nursing practise.

Reviews are typically an important stage in the research pro-
cess. By starting from an advanced point, such as building on 
an empty review that identifies a gap, researchers can accelerate 
evidence generation in key areas (Saiani and De Marinis 2025). 
Making empty reviews transparent and accessible in a dedicated 
registry could encourage their citation and inform future au-
thors of primary studies when new evidence is being generated 
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in the field. Additionally, the registry could help identify ne-
glected areas for future research and guide equitable funding al-
locations. This approach aligns with broader efforts to improve 
research transparency and reduce bias across healthcare disci-
plines. As a result, the cited review would no longer be consid-
ered “empty.”

4.3   |   Research Recommendations

Consistent with the absence of studies, empty reviews highlight 
the need for further research and often identify focus areas that 
reflect existing gaps. Therefore, an empty nursing review gen-
erally concludes by stating that additional studies are needed 
in specific areas. After this significant effort, it is important to 
conduct follow-up evaluations over time to assess whether these 
recommendations have been adopted by the community. In ad-
dition, such recommendations should be considered by scientific 
societies or international agencies working in the relevant areas 
as concerns that deserve prioritization.

A review always begins with a clinical or practical question; if 
a given question remains unanswered—methodological issues 
aside—it suggests a neglected area of practice that needs to 
be addressed to provide guidance to clinicians. Furthermore, 
the funding implications are also noteworthy, as empty re-
views could influence future research investment and funding 
decisions.

4.4   |   Linking Evidence to Action

Considering these reflections, empty reviews should be under-
stood not as endpoints but as dynamic research signals with the 
potential to reorient scholarly attention and resource allocation 
toward areas currently excluded from mainstream evidence 
production. To ensure these gaps do not remain invisible within 
academic and policy contexts, it is essential to define clear and 
actionable directions that could be adopted by researchers, insti-
tutional programs, funding bodies, and journal editors. To this 
end, and to facilitate the translation of our findings into stra-
tegic action capable of influencing future research in nursing, 
we summarized the key actions into a set of concise evidence 
recommendations (Table 4).

4.5   |   Limitations

This scoping review has several limitations. First, the search 
strategy was limited to four databases. Although these data-
bases provide comprehensive coverage of the nursing literature, 
excluding additional sources may have limited the identification 
of relevant studies. Second, the variability of topics in the in-
cluded empty reviews makes it difficult to synthesize the results. 
Third, the exclusion of near-empty reviews—defined as reviews 
categorized as near-empty but containing minimal or borderline 
evidence (Yaffe et al. 2012) may have further limited the scope of 
the analysis. Including near-empty reviews could have provided 
additional insight into how methodological and contextual fac-
tors contribute to evidence gaps in nursing research. Finally, no 
formal quality assessment was conducted. We did not consider T
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this step applicable, as there is currently no validated tool specif-
ically for assessing the quality of empty reviews. Existing assess-
ment tools for systematic reviews usually require an assessment 
of study methodologies and results, which are not available for 
empty reviews.

5   |   Conclusion

A total of 15 empty systematic reviews in the nursing field were 
identified, all published within the last 10 years, averaging one 
to two publications per year. Empty reviews are increasingly 
recognized as valuable tools for identifying areas where evi-
dence is lacking. However, their publication is not as frequent 
in the nursing discipline. To better acknowledge their value, 
the establishment of a dedicated registry for empty reviews is 
recommended. Such a registry could provide information on re-
search priorities by transparently identifying gaps in knowledge 
while mitigating publication bias by ensuring these reviews are 
accessible beyond traditional journal platforms.

From a methodological perspective, recognizing empty reviews 
as valuable outputs requires the development of specific guide-
lines for their reporting and assessment. Identifying an absolute 
knowledge gap is a major responsibility that must be approached 
with methodological rigor. Customized guidelines would not 
only improve the quality of empty reviews but also increase their 
chances of publication. In addition, pre-registration of reviews 
protocols should be required to prevent retrospective changes to 
objectives and reduce potential bias, thereby increasing credibil-
ity and transparency.

The findings from retrieved empty reviews indicate four main 
priorities: clinical outcomes, education, organization, and con-
ceptual framework. The analysis also revealed a concentration 
of empty reviews in certain subfields of nursing, particularly 
infant and maternal nursing and mental health interventions. 
This may indicate a systematic underrepresentation of these 
areas, likely influenced by prevailing publication dynamics that 
favor high-impact, intervention-focused research. Recognizing 
the strategic importance of empty reviews in uncovering such 
blind spots can support more targeted and equitable research 
initiatives.

In areas with limited financial support, empty reviews may 
identify where there is limited capacity to conduct large-scale, 
high-quality studies. Recognizing empty reviews as legitimate 
scientific outputs can help achieve a more balanced distribution 
of research funding and ensure that underfunded and under-
researched areas receive the attention and resources needed for 
robust evidence development. Therefore, empty reviews should 
not be seen as a methodological failure, but as a strategic tool to 
guide evidence generation and identify neglected research areas 
that require adequate funding.
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