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Aim: Evaluating stakeholder engagement can capture what meaningful engagement in research entails,
how it develops, and how it is experienced by all collaborators. We conducted a scoping review of recent
approaches for evaluating engagement in research and present a descriptive overview of our findings.
Methods: We searched peer-reviewed journal articles published worldwide in English between January
2013 and June 2018. Results: Our final sample consisted of 17 articles. Various approaches for evaluating
stakeholder engagement were identified including qualitative approaches, surveys and engagement logs.
Discussion & conclusion: We identified evaluation approaches that varied in quality, detail and methods.
Valid, systematic and inclusive approaches that are developed with research partners and are inclusive of
diverse perspectives are an important area for future research.
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Translating research findings into clinical practice can improve treatment options for patients, drive healthcare
innovation and inform policy development. Despite the benefits of implementing effective evidence in practice,
previous literature has documented long-standing delays and barriers such as a troubling 17-year gap in this
process [1] and a diminished likelihood of patient access to recommended services [2]. Stakeholder engagement is
one strategy for reducing the gap between research, practice and policy [3–8]. Engaged stakeholders may include
health systems, industry, purchasers, payers, policy makers, researchers, practitioners, patients or caregivers who
are impacted by study findings [9,10]. Stakeholder perspectives can guide the development of a research question
and subsequent study implementation, data analysis and dissemination of study findings. Thus, study results
are more likely to be rapidly actionable, feasible, trustworthy and valued by the public [10]. Within a research
project, stakeholders may participate from conception to dissemination and perform roles beyond those of research
participants (e.g., consultants, collaborators, co-investigators) [9].

As funders prioritize stakeholder engagement, there is a need for consensus on what meaningful stakeholder-
engaged research entails, how it develops over time and how it is experienced by all collaborators. Previous
studies investigating published characterizations of stakeholder engagement identified inconsistent reporting of
stakeholder engagement in research (e.g., concepts, terminology, extent, impact) and a need to demonstrate its
impact on studies [7,8,11–14]. As a growing number of funders embrace stakeholder-engaged research, investigators
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Table 1. Search strategy.
Search terms Search string

Stakeholder engagement ‘stakeholder engagement’ OR stakeholder OR ‘patient engagement’ OR ‘public involvement’ OR
‘community engagement’ OR ‘community engaged research’

Research ‘scientific research’ OR PCOR OR ‘patient-centered outcomes research’ OR ‘comparative effectiveness
research’

Measurement ‘measurement’ OR ‘evaluation’ OR ‘outcomes’ OR ‘assessment’ OR ‘measures of engagement’

PCOR: Patient-centered outcomes research.

must be prepared to report on their collaborations with nonresearcher partners using a common framework and
systematically evaluate the quality and impact of stakeholder contributions [9,11,15].

Strong communication, access to resources, transparency, shared governance and equalizing power hierarchies
have been documented as best practices for stakeholder-engaged research [6,7,11,16,17]. Ongoing evaluation of how
stakeholders, including patients and caregivers, experience engagement in research is one strategy for monitoring
equity, meaningfulness and ability of non-researchers to influence decision-making. Still, patient and caregiver
voices in study-specific evaluations of stakeholder engagement are limited and inclusion of diverse populations
lacking. For example, there is a gap in knowledge about engaging stakeholders with limited research knowledge
and those from populations likely to experience healthcare disparities or distrust (e.g., limited English proficiency
or health literacy, low socioeconomic status) [18]. Valid and inclusive evaluations of engagement have the potential
to identify the impact of the partnership on the study, pinpoint areas for improvement and describe how the
collaboration develops over time from the perspective of each stakeholder.

As a first step to understanding contemporary practices for evaluating research partnerships, we conducted
a scoping review of recent stakeholder-engaged research studies. Our purpose was to describe approaches for
evaluation of stakeholder engagement rather than appraise evaluation rigor or the engagement methods used. In
this paper, we present a descriptive overview of our findings and identify areas for future research toward inclusive
and systematic evaluations of stakeholder engagement.

Methods
We conducted a scoping review using an established methodological framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley
to ensure rigor and reproducibility [19]. The use of a scoping review allowed us to address a broader topic and review
evidence generated by a range of study designs and quality [19]. Additionally, it supported our goal of describing
the range of evidence available on the evaluation of stakeholder engagement and identifying gaps in this knowledge
base for future investigation.

Guiding question
The following question guided this scoping review: How has the evaluation of stakeholder engagement in research
been reported in recent studies? Our guiding question responds to previous calls to investigate stakeholder en-
gagement as a research practice and document its impact through evaluation [13,14]. For this scoping review, we
defined ‘evaluation of stakeholder engagement’ as any approach used by researchers to capture the perspectives
of collaborators regarding their participation in scientific inquiry. We identified ‘stakeholders’ as any individual
or group impacted by research findings, including, but not limited to patients/healthcare consumers, caregivers,
healthcare providers, policymakers and researchers, as outlined by PCORI’s definition of stakeholders [10].

Data sources & search strategy
We developed a comprehensive search strategy in collaboration with a research librarian. Our search combined
the following major terms: stakeholder engagement, research, measurement, patient engagement, community
engagement, patient-centered outcomes research, comparative effectiveness research, evaluation, outcomes and
measurement (Table 1). The search was conducted in June 2018 in multiple databases, including PubMed,
ProQuest Social Sciences and CINAHL. We also conducted a hand search of the ‘PCORI in the Literature’
database [20] and scanned the reference lists of identified reviews for relevant studies.

Peer-reviewed journal articles published worldwide in English between January 2013 and June 2018 were
included. These date parameters build upon previous articles that analyzed evidence published before our selected
time frame [6,8] and capture the most recent developments in stakeholder-engaged research driven by discussions
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about patient-centered care along with the initial publications of PCORI-funded investigations [15]. We excluded
conference abstracts and letters to the editor due to the limited detail they provided regarding approaches for
measuring stakeholder engagement.

Selection, screening & analysis
Search results were screened at multiple levels (e.g., title, abstract) for their fit to study inclusion criteria. We
screened articles for descriptions of measuring stakeholder engagement in the context of a research collaboration.
We selected studies in which stakeholders actively engaged with the research team as part of the scientific process
(e.g., study planning, conduct, dissemination of results) and directly influenced study decisions as partners, as
opposed to serving as research participants. Our decision is consistent with the concept of ‘collaborative’ stakeholder
engagement, which denotes an ongoing partnership and shared control [21].

Abstracts were compiled and duplicates were eliminated. Next, two authors (JM, CW) independently reviewed
the titles and then abstracts of retrieved publications for possible inclusion. The full-texts of the remaining articles
were reviewed independently by the same two reviewers, with 90% concordance (JM, CW). Any disagreement was
addressed by discussion and deliberation, which included a third reviewer for adjudication (NEL).

Two members of the research team (JM, CW) completed the data extraction and analysis. This process involved
extracting a description of the approach used to evaluate stakeholder engagement. For each approach, we extracted
information about: how stakeholder engagement data were collected and by whom; what stakeholder groups
represented; the frequency at which engagement was evaluated throughout a given study and domains of stakeholder
engagement. Finally, the abstracted data were reviewed by all authors, including stakeholder partners (DCB, BLP)
to ensure the inclusion and accurate representation of stakeholder perspectives in our analysis.

Results
The search yielded 2880 articles, which were screened and selected for analysis as summarized in Figure 1 [22]. A
total of 93 articles were reviewed at the full-text phase; 76 of those articles were excluded as documented in Figure 1.
The final sample for analysis consisted of 17 articles (Table 2), of which 16 had been conducted in the USA and 1
in Hong Kong.

In accordance with previous evidence, we encountered inconsistent reports of who stakeholders are and what
constitutes engagement in research [7,8,14]. For example, many articles in our initial sample (n = 2880) that reported
collaborating with stakeholders included community members as study participants only, a role that is inconsistent
with ongoing partnership and shared decision-making. The 17 articles in our final sample described a collaboration
with stakeholders and evaluated their engagement within an existing study. Further, although stakeholder groups
to consider for engagement have been previously described [10,23], there is no common framework for reporting
the type of stakeholders engaged and what perspectives contributed to the evaluation of engagement. In our final
sample, 53% of studies provided detailed descriptions of the stakeholder groups who participated in the evaluation
of engagement. The remaining 47% of studies did not describe the stakeholder groups who participated in the
evaluation of engagement or named partners as a collective (e.g., advisory board, stakeholder panel, research
network, etc.).

In response to our guiding question, we identified four approaches to evaluating stakeholder engagement:
’qualitative approaches, surveys, engagement logs and other data collection approaches’. These four approaches
were not mutually exclusive. Across our final sample of 17 articles, 7 studies described using one approach to
evaluate stakeholder engagement [13,24–29], 6 discussed using two [14,30–34] and 4 studies used three approaches for
measuring engagement [35–38]. We discuss each of the four approaches in detail below.

Qualitative approaches
’Qualitative approaches’ refer to the collection of non-numerical data on stakeholder engagement through one-on-
one interviews and focus groups. Nine studies conducted one-on-one qualitative interviews [24,26,27,30,32,33,35–37]

and varied in facilitators, participants, length, frequency, mode of communication and topics covered. Of those,
two studies [30,36] also used focus groups in addition to qualitative interviews.

One-on-one qualitative interviews were led by members of the research team [26,32,37], trained community
partners [27,33] or an external evaluator [35]. Not all studies specified who led the qualitative interviews [24].
Interviewees included stakeholders such as researchers, co-researchers (i.e., participants who are situated as joint
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Studies included in final 
sample
(n = 17)

Figure 1. Search and inclusion flow diagram.

contributors and investigators in research), advisory or steering committee members and patient network or
community members.

The qualitative interviews occurred during the study [30,32,33,37] or following its completion [27]. Interviews lasted
anywhere from 15 to 90 min [26,27,30,37] and were conducted in person [27,30,36,37] or by phone [26,32,33]. In some
studies, interviews were conducted once [26,27,30,32,33,35–37]; however, several studies did not report the frequency
of the interviews [24], when they occurred [24,26,35,36], their length [24,32,33,35,36] or mode of communication [24,35].
Topics addressed in qualitative interviews included the personal experiences of stakeholder partners as part of the
research collaboration, perceived role and impact of contribution, satisfaction and suggestions for enhancing the
engagement process.

Descriptions of the focus groups in the studies that used them also varied. Focus groups in one study were
facilitated by a member of the research team [30]; the second study did not specify the background of the facilitator [36].
Focus group participants included all project interveners [30] or community members [36]. In both studies that used
focus groups, stakeholders participated in only one session, yet multiple in-person groups were offered to ensure
interviewee convenience [30,36]. The first study conducted 90-min focus groups [30] while the second did not describe
the duration of the sessions [36]. The topics covered in both focus groups mirrored those covered in the previously
described qualitative interviews.
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Table 3. Common domains of stakeholder engagement across the studies using surveys (n = 11).
Study (year) Project characteristics and

incorporation of
stakeholder engagement
in study design

Stakeholder communities
represented

Stakeholder perspectives
on the collaboration
between researchers and
community partners

Impact of stakeholder
engagement on study

Stakeholder perspectives
and participation in
dissemination activities

Brookman-Frazee et al.
(2016)

X X

Gesell et al. (2016) X

Gibbons et al. (2016) X X X

Goodman et al. (2017) X X X X

Greene et al. (2018) X X

Kim et al. (2018) X

Morton et al. (2017) X

Nowell et al. (2018) X

Ray et al. (2017) X

Saunders et al. (2016) X X

Warren et al. (2018) X X

Surveys
Surveys describe the collection of data through questionnaires on stakeholder engagement. Eleven stud-
ies [13,14,25,28,29,31–34,36,38] used surveys to capture stakeholder engagement and varied in facilitators, respondents,
frequency, timing relative to the ongoing study, mode of administration, format and topics covered.

Surveys were conducted by members of the research team in five studies [13,14,28,31,32]; the remaining six studies did
not specify who conducted their surveys [25,29,33,34,36,38]. Survey respondents for all 11 studies included stakeholders
such as researchers, co-researchers (i.e., participants who are situated as joint contributors and investigators in
research), advisory or steering committee members and patient network or community members.

For all surveys, administration frequency and timing relative to the ongoing study varied. One study surveyed
participants on a quarterly basis but did not describe when these check-ins occurred [34]. Six studies described one-
time surveys [14,25,28,32,36]. Of these, evaluations were completed during 22–23 months of the study [32] or after 1
year [14]. Three studies administered the survey following a discussion or meeting [29,33,38]. More specifically, surveys
were administered at semiannual in-person meetings [29], after participating in an online moderated discussion board
to prioritize research topics [38], and as pre- and post-assessments of an in-person study planning meeting to build
relationships between study stakeholders and reach agreement on governance issues [33]. The remaining study
administered a survey with the goal of developing a quantitative community engagement measure and recommends
administering the resulting tool at biannual intervals as the minimum time between assessments [13].

Survey mode of administration and structure varied across the 11 studies that used surveys. Five surveys
were conducted online [13,25,28,36,38] and one via telephone [32]; the remaining five studies did not specify the
mode of survey administration [14,29,31,33,34]. Survey formats included multiple choice [25], open-ended or free
response [25,28,36], yes or no items [36], and scaling using a 5- to 7-point scales [13,32,33,38]. Four studies did not
provide additional details on survey design [14,29,31,34].

Broadly speaking, surveys gathered stakeholder perspectives on their collaboration with the research team and
their impressions on the impact that engaging stakeholders had on the study. A more detailed categorization of
the topics covered across the 11 surveys identified are listed in Table 3. Although most studies did not describe
how their surveys were developed, one study [13] indicated that their survey was developed following a review of
literature on the principles of community-engaged research, while a second study [33] described drawing from their
study funder’s stakeholder engagement rubric.

Engagement logs
Engagement logs refer to tracking research-related engagement activities, such as tallying participation recorded
in meeting minutes, tracking logins to an online communication platform or logging stakeholder comments and
recommendations. Five studies [14,31,34,35,38] used engagement logs to capture stakeholder engagement and varied
in format, respondents and topics covered.
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One study asked academic researchers and stakeholder co-researchers to complete personal field notes on their
reflections on the researcher–stakeholder participation throughout the study [35]. These logs captured personal
perspectives on collaborations within the research team, time spent on study activities, and co-researcher reflections
on their role as qualitative interviewers [35].

The remaining four studies used engagement logs to track what stakeholders were engaged and how they
participated [14,31,34,38]. One study captured comments and recommendations made by stakeholders during and
between study meetings [14] and a second tracked logins to an online discussion platform [38]. A third study [34]

maintained two logs: the first log tracked meeting attendance and the second captured the number of participating
community organizations in their research network and how many community members served as co-investigators.
The last study [31] had not yet used the engagement logs and instead described plans for an online database
that would capture when stakeholder input is obtained and incorporated, as well as when communication with
stakeholders occurs. Engagement logs were maintained by researchers [14,31] or research network leadership [34].
One study did not provide additional details regarding the log [38].

Other data collection approaches
Other data collection approaches describe the collection of data on stakeholder engagement via approaches that
were not captured by our previous categories (i.e., qualitative approaches, surveys, engagement logs). Given their
unique approaches to the evaluation of stakeholder engagement, we describe the two studies [35,38] in more detail
below.

One study [35] used two meetings, scheduled at 6 and 12 months, wherein stakeholder co-researchers and
academic investigators engaged in open dialogue and reflection on their collaboration. The first meeting was
initiated by the academic researchers, but the results of the conversation demonstrated that the co-researchers
desired more involvement in the study. Thus, the co-researchers and academic investigators instituted changes to
their collaboration and jointly organized, prepared and analyzed the outcomes of the second meeting. During the
second meeting, attendees reflected on the changes implemented to the collaboration and used their findings to
further enhance their partnership. The second study in this category [38] used follow-up emails to stakeholder partners
following each advisory board meeting to solicit feedback on strengths, weaknesses and areas of improvement for
meetings. However, no additional details regarding this process were reported.

Discussion
This scoping review described multiple approaches for evaluating stakeholder engagement in research. All studies
collected data from a range of stakeholders, such as researchers, advisory or steering committee members and
community members. Evaluation approaches most frequently sought to capture the perspective of stakeholders on
their involvement as research collaborators. We did not evaluate the quality of each evaluation approach or of the
stakeholder engagement partnership itself.

In accordance with the concept of collaborative stakeholder engagement [21], our final sample of articles described
a partnership with stakeholders and evaluated engagement within an existing study. One of the articles in our final
sample also sought to develop a community engagement measure from the data collected given the lack of
evidence-based approaches or existing guidance for valid and reliable measurements of stakeholder engagement [13].
No systematic reviews met the inclusion criteria.

A key finding of our descriptive scoping review study was that approaches for capturing stakeholder engagement
varied widely and their descriptions were often inconsistent or incomplete. Evaluation details and depth of de-
scription differed between studies or was missing for topics including: evaluation facilitators, how it was conducted
(e.g., in-person or online), when and how frequently it was administered, and the content addressed. What specific
stakeholder groups participated in the evaluation process (e.g., caregivers, healthcare providers, policy-makers, etc.)
were not always specified. Additionally, the evaluation approaches (and combinations of approaches) used were
different for each study. In our final sample (n = 17), nine studies used one evaluation approach, five used two
approaches and three used a combination of three approaches. Surveys were by far the most common approach for
evaluating stakeholder engagement and were used in 11 studies. Most articles did not describe how their evaluations
were developed, and what role if any, community partners had in their design. Exceptions included Goodman
and colleagues who indicated that their survey was developed following a review of literature on the principles
of community-engaged research, and Nowell et al. who drew from their study funders’ stakeholder engagement
rubric [13,33].
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The purpose of capturing stakeholder engagement and its fit with the content addressed by each evaluation
approach was not clearly stated for each study. Some evaluation approaches directly engaged stakeholders as
respondents (e.g., surveys, interviews), others interacted with project data to characterize engagement (e.g., meeting
minutes, tracking log-ins to an online service), and some also described plans for evaluation in a future study
(e.g., creating activity logs). We identified the most common topics addressed through evaluation approaches which
included: stakeholders’ personal perspective on the collaboration; stakeholders’ perceived impact on the research
process and study outcomes; the barriers and facilitators stakeholders encountered to engagement; stakeholder
satisfaction with the collaboration and feelings of being valued by the study team and recommendations for
improving future collaborations.

We found limited information on evaluation design, accessibility, and the role that stakeholders themselves have
had in evaluation conceptualization, dissemination and analysis of results. Given the need for collaborative practices
in stakeholder-engaged research and a focus on equity and trustworthiness, partnering with stakeholders to design
and implement inclusive evaluation approaches is an important area of future research.

Recent literature supports a continued interest in stakeholder engagement practices. For example, recent articles
describe research team member-led reflections of engagement and a focus on enrollment or retention as indicators
of the impact of engagement [39,40]. Reports of funder-led evaluations of stakeholder engagement of funded projects
have also been published [9,41]. However, there is still a need to address evaluation approaches from a variety
of perspectives. Existing evaluation approaches may prioritize researcher or organizational experiences instead of
diverse stakeholder partners and may not account for power hierarchies and other factors (e.g., familiarity with
research, socioeconomic status, access to resources, educational level, language proficiency).

We identified that the results of stakeholder engagement evaluations were limited or absent, as was a description
of how the research team utilized or responded to evaluation findings. This gap in reporting further compromises
transparency, equitable partnerships, and the potential for future research to produce findings that improve the
health and healthcare of vulnerable populations. There is an urgent need for common practices for evaluating
stakeholder engagement and systematic tools for doing so that capture the plurality of stakeholder backgrounds
and perspectives.

Challenges to measuring stakeholder engagement include the lack of: a unifying conceptual model of stakeholder-
engaged research; consensus on how to define meaningful engagement; a common understanding of who stakehold-
ers are and what groups they may represent and unifying definition of what constitutes an engaged stakeholder [8,14].
Moreover, study results and evidence for impact of stakeholder engagement may not be available at the time of
manuscript preparation, or authors may be limited by space limitations in publications [14]. However, previous
literature has begun to address the need for assessment, recommendations, and models to capture stakeholder
engagement [7,9,13,14,41]. Future work refining and appraising evaluation approaches, as well as investigations into
other ways to capture stakeholder engagement is necessary to advance research methodologies on the topic.

Clear guidelines for identifying stakeholders and reporting data in future publications can add to our knowledge
of current strategies for engagement and its evaluation. As a result, investigators of stakeholder-engaged studies may
be better able to incorporate regular and valid evaluations of engagement in their initial study designs, demonstrate
the impact that stakeholders have on research, and systematically document their results in research reports.
Through such high quality evaluations of engagement, investigators may be better equipped to develop inclusive
partnerships with stakeholders from all backgrounds, respond to power hierarchies or other factors impacting
collaborative engagement (e.g., familiarity with research, socioeconomic status), and increase representation from
vulnerable populations experiencing healthcare disparities.

Limitations
There are multiple limitations to our study. Since we conducted a scoping review, we did not evaluate the quality or
the methodology of the included studies. As the volume of evidence examining stakeholder engagement methods
evolves, future systematic reviews on the topic will need to critically appraise the quality of the methods. We included
studies published between January 2013 and June 2018, which would have excluded more recent publications.
In addition, relevant literature may have been inaccurately excluded during the title and abstract screening phase.
Thus, there may be additional citations that could have resulted from utilizing other databases or alternative search
terms. Our search also utilized terms common to stakeholder-engaged research. Given the lack of consensus on
terminology, it is possible that relevant studies where stakeholder engagement occurred but was termed something
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else could have been excluded. Finally, given the recent and emergent evidence on this topic, a systematic review is
not appropriate at this time.

Conclusion
As a growing number of studies employ stakeholder-engaged research, investigators must be prepared to collaborate
with nonresearcher partners, describe how this occurred throughout the study and discuss a systematic evaluation
approach that addresses stakeholder contributions and experiences [9,11]. Although the importance of engaging
stakeholders and end-users of research in the scientific process is widely supported [42,43], evaluation approaches and
reports of methods, results or response to evaluation findings varied widely. As a result, the extent of stakeholder
engagement, its role in the study, and the perspectives of stakeholder partners were often unclear. As the number of
projects engaging stakeholders and their publication grows, our findings highlight the urgent need to use validated
tools at regular intervals that use a common language, framework or criteria for engagement to reflect the priorities of
end-users but also meet funders’ reporting requirements. Findings from these evaluation approaches can help more
clearly articulate the value and role of stakeholder engagement in the research investigation and describe effective
strategies for collaborating with the public. As a result, common strategies that embed meaningful partnerships with
stakeholders in the scientific process and research findings that enhance health outcomes for vulnerable populations
can be facilitated.

Future perspective
Given the increased interest in stakeholder engagement in research and its prioritization by funders, it is important
to identify the role that stakeholders play, how they are engaged in a study and capture their perspective research
partners using valid and reliable methods. To do so, a rigorous plan for ongoing evaluation of stakeholder engagement
at regular intervals is a key component of stakeholder-engaged research that can address this gap in knowledge. To
support future investigators leading stakeholder-engaged research, a consensus on stakeholder engagement practices,
its goals and guidance for evaluating engagement is needed and represents an important area of future investigation.

Executive summary

Background
• Stakeholder engagement has been identified as a key component of high-quality studies that investigate

relevant and timely healthcare topics in order to better understand how research can contribute to reducing the
gap between research, practice and policy.

• Our purpose was to describe approaches for evaluation of stakeholder engagement rather than appraise
evaluation rigor or the engagement methods used.

Methods
• We conducted a scoping review with the guiding question: How has the evaluation of stakeholder engagement

in research been reported in recent studies?
• We sought peer-reviewed journal articles in multiple databases where stakeholder partners collaborated in study

planning, research activities or dissemination of results instead of taking on the role of study participants.
Results
• After reviewing articles with inclusion and exclusion criteria, we identified a final sample of 17 articles.
• We identified four approaches for measuring stakeholder engagement in research: qualitative approaches,

surveys, engagement logs and other data collection approaches.
Discussion
• Our findings illustrated a variety of approaches and data reported regarding the evaluation of stakeholder

engagement.
• Valid and systematic evaluation approaches that capture the diversity of stakeholder perspectives and

backgrounds are essential for collaborative stakeholder engagement in research.
• Challenges to measure stakeholder engagement include a lack of a unifying conceptual model of

stakeholder-engaged research, the need for consensus on how to define meaningful engagement and a common
language for what constitutes an engaged stakeholder.
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