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A B S T R A C T   

There is a significant increase in the literature on learning resources in Higher Education (HE) but 
very limited evidence of studies that have taken a global overview of the context, range, and 
emerging trends from the previous research. This study aims to conduct a Scientometric analysis 
of research articles to accommodate a global overview and research trends under the theme of 
learning resources in HE. 4489 scientific articles were obtained as the dataset from the Web Of 
Science database between 1970 and 2022. Network maps and critical data were obtained by 
conducting co-authorship analysis for authors, organisations and countries and co-occurrence 
analysis for keywords from the VOSviewer software. The study revealed that the USA had a 
significant research input, and Salamin, N. from the University of Lausanne was recognised as the 
most frequently published author. The University of Illinois, USA, has the highest contribution to 
research articles, and the most popular research hotspots and trends were e-learning, Education, 
Academic libraries, Learning resources, and Cloud computing. However, the most critical finding 
from the study is that there needs to be real collaboration within the research theme and suggests 
ways to improve collaborations to enhance learning resources in HE. This study may be the first to 
conduct a scientometric analysis of Learning Resources in Higher education. This study offers 
valuable insight to academics, academic institutions, researchers, policymakers and pedagogical 
statutory bodies to understand the current context of learning resources in HE and recognise 
further develop research, collaborations and policies by considering critical findings from the 
study.   

1. Introduction 

The availability of learning resources in Higher Education (HE) is essential in course management and student progression [1,2]. 
Studies reveal that learning resources directly influence how successful pedagogical implementation is regardless of learning and 
educational and cultural contexts [3,4]. Lack of resources and the infrastructure in facilitating learning resources, disintegration 
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between contemporary research and learning resources available at HE curricula, and lack of awareness of the availability of resources 
are prominent issues identified within the literature [5–8]. Emphasis is given by HE Institutions (HEIs) on making learning resources 
available to students. The focus on synchronous learning throughout the COVID-19 pandemic changed the traditional practice of 
course management, thus, influencing the use of e-learning resources [9–11]. Although the implications of creating awareness of 
learning resources have been prominent in HE, studies identify a general lack of successful implementation. 

Additionally, global studies identified a significant decline in student satisfaction concerning the availability of learning resources 
[12,13]. Nonetheless, the use of e-learning resources has been a significant attribute within the HE curricula in recent years and needs 
to be further emphasised in enhancing student support [14]. The National Student Survey (NSS) data in 2020 and 2021 highlights the 
dire need to improve learning resources in the HE context within the UK. NSS records that the satisfaction level has reduced the 
average minimum scoring criteria from 79% to 70% [15]. NSS has recorded a significant decrease in library resource availability, 
scoring 76% in 2020 and 70% in 2021. The availability of IT resources documented another reduction of 80% in 2020 and 71% in 
2021. Similarly, the availability of course-specific resources recorded a decrease, where it obtained 81% in 2020 and 71% in 2021. 
Studies further identify using Ubiquitous learning tools in HE to improve accessibility and context-aware learning in developed 
countries [5,7]. However, considering the infrastructure availability, using such Ubiquitous learning tools in developing countries is 
yet to be researched and determined. 

Considering the above, there is significant apprehension about the availability of learning resources in a global HE context. The 
literature reviewed (section 2.0) and the results obtained (section 4.0) reveal a significant need for research on HE learning resources. 
Although there are publications on other themes within HE pedagogical implementation, very limited guidance and framework are 
made available for using resources in HE [9,16]. Most literature tends to emphasise digital adaptations rather than effective impli-
cations of learning resources in HE curricula [7,16,17]. However, the main issue remains the limited identifiable literature surrounding 
the analysis of the global use of learning resources within HE. Although guidance, frameworks, successful implementation and student 
satisfaction remain key issues, the study recognises the need for advancing and enhancing the research within the theme of learning 
resources in HE. 

Thus, the following study aims to carry out a scientometric analysis of the current research trends and the existing literature under 
the theme of “learning resources in HE”. The aim of the study could be further broken into research objectives by identifying the most 
productive authors, organisations, and research-led countries and identifying research trends within the given timeline. The insights 
and the motivation behind such research objectives are to understand the prominent research authors, institutions and countries 
leading in research within the theme of Learning Resources in HE. Furthermore, the last objective predominantly focuses on under-
standing shifts of research focus within the given framework of time. This will be useful in interpreting current research trends and 
knowledge gaps that need to be addressed going forwards. These objectives will be further reflected and used as the underpinning 
structure for the results and discussion section of the study. 

2. Current context of learning resources in higher education 

A broad range of learning resources is used within the current pedagogical context. It is recognised that learning resources differ, 
and the term is used within different education levels, discipline contexts and focus areas [18–20]. There is limited guidance and 
underpinning on the use of such learning resources to enhance current learning and teaching in HE within the identifiable body of 
knowledge [21,22]. Learning resources have been defined as any resource, including tools, equipment, printed or digital materials 
with online, tangible or open-access, that support teaching and improve and enhance student learning[23]-UNESCO, 2016; [24]. 
Further guidance is provided by the [25] and the office for students (2020) in defining and identifying prominent themes within the 
learning resources. These themes are presented in the NSS, Section 6 – Learning resources [15]. NSS is a nationwide survey carried out 
in the UK to understand the current context of learning and teaching in HE by assessing different pedagogical attributes within the HE 
curriculum. The NSS data is considered a centralised source for enhancing pedagogical practices within HE academic institutes (HEIs). 
Thus, the theoretical underpinning of the study was based on the themes of the National Student Survey (NSS), section 6 – Learning 
resources. 

Previous studies, NSS and HEIs, identify three major resource categories to enhance students’ academic practice: library resources, 
IT/digital resources, and course-specific resources [15,26,27]. Library resources are literature (hardcopy and digital) made available 
to support the curriculum [28,29]. These can include the material and access to material such as databases for journal articles, 
conference papers, and databases, statutory and professional publications, to name a few. IT resources are defined as expertise and 
knowledge in hardware, software and other technical knowledge that support the academic framework in HE [30–32]. These resources 
include infrastructure, equipment, operating systems and other digital platforms. Course-specific resources are directly related to the 
course students are studying, and those cannot be categorised under IT and library resources [33–35]. These resources can be 
course-specific equipment (such as labs and other course-related equipment), discipline-related software, and collections of BE-related 
facilities to improve students’ academic performance in HE curricula. 

The library resources have been the primary source of support available to learners and are highly utilised by academics in teaching 
within HE curricula. However, the current shift in digitalisation influenced libraries to transition from conventional knowledge hubs to 
cloud-oriented e-learning spaces [29]; Ali et al., 2021). The focus was on integrating library resources into existential learning re-
sources in HE. One of the significant implementations is allocating library-centric reading lists made available on modules delivered in 
curricula. Nonetheless, improvement is eminent in transitioning conventional library support to provide learners with better acces-
sibility and awareness (Ali et al., 2021). The literature recognises the proportionality in developing learner performance and pro-
gression with library resources [36]. The library resources must be effectively managed so all its’ users would easily discover 
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knowledge content and be easily accessible in delivering resources across all users. Library resources have been integrated into 
learning management systems to enhance student learning. However, there seems to be limited awareness of how library resources are 
utilised to promote accessibility and document student progression [28]; Ali et al., 2021). Conversely, studies highlight the limited use 
of library resources within the student communities and a critical need to create awareness of library resources. 

The COVID pandemic has forced digital and virtual learning into mainstream global higher education curricula [31,32]. Digiti-
sation has enabled much-needed flexibility and inclusivity within HE curriculum design in delivering module content. Promoting 
module availability and accessibility through different means was prominent during the pandemic learning period [37,38]. Academic 
institutions focused on developing module content and providing supporting facilities incorporating various digital devices such as 
mobile phones, tablets, and conventional laptops. Thus, Information Technology (IT) was an influential factor in catering for the 
facilities of academic curricula and providing support through academic resources. The literature recognises many challenges in 
providing IT resources and facilities to support HE learning [39]. A critical challenge was the inadequate knowledge, competence and 
expertise in developing quality teaching and learning resources based on IT systems [31,37,40]. Many academics find it overwhelming 
to operate software through Cloud-platforms prior to the pandemic. Likewise, learners cannot bear many HEIs software system re-
quirements due to the requirements of high-performing devices to function and limitations in freely available content [41]. Thus, 
critical focus requires identifying the availability and accessibility of software use, ensuring learner support within the HE context. 

Since the HE has equal weight given to practical elements reflecting the appropriate learning sector, many external resources are 
needed to deliver the knowledge content. Critical focus is required for course-specific resources to develop learners’ professional 
competence and align professionalism and proficiency within the desired discipline [42]; Finlayet al., 2022). Enhancing learner op-
portunities and aligning the industry standards to learner competence is crucial according to Professional, Statutory and Regulatory 
Bodies (PSRBs). There is a distinctive learning practice and very specific curricular requirements from the HE context that demands 
critical requisite from academics and HEIs (Finlayet al., 2022). Thus, the learning practice and specific curriculum further require 
support from the course-specific resources. Resources such as material labs, automated stimulators, Course-specific equipment and 
tools, collaborative software and platforms, and Virtual/Augmented Reality in modelling can be given as the best examples of 
course-specific resources in disciplines such as Engineering, Built Environment, Computer, Medicine and Nursing Education [34,35, 
43]. It is of significant importance that academic institutions acquire such course-specific resources and be allocated staff with 
competent knowledge of how to use them. Furthermore, using these course-specific resources is a primary consideration in engaging 
learners in HE, which is a critical issue in the current learning context. 

The NSS data signifies a much need improvement in the learning resources used in the HE curricula [15]. Additionally, prominent 
literature recognises a crucial attempt to create further awareness of learning resources to enhance student performance [8,10,13]. 
However, the study identified the root of the above issues are a significant knowledge gap in providing a globalised overview of using 
learning resources to enhance learning and teaching in HE. Therefore, the aim of the study is to provide a generalised understanding of 
the current research carried out within the said theme. A scientometric analysis is carried out to achieve the aim of the study by 
identifying prominent research authors, organisations/institutes, research-led countries and current research trends. The structure of 
the study will be based as follows; Section 3.0 – materials and methods present the methodology of the study; 4.0 - results and dis-
cussion will discuss the data obtained from the study detailing the Scientometric analysis; and Section 5.0 – conclusion and research 
direction providing a summary of the study’s findings and potential future research trends. 

3. Material and methods 

3.1. Research design 

Science mapping visually represents the relationships between disciplines, fields, specialities, and individual articles or authors 
[44]; Small, 1999). A scientometric analysis has now evolved into an extensive bibliometric analysis where the primary goal is to 
monitor and identify relationships in scientific topics and define study areas to evaluate their cognitive structure and evolution [45, 
46]; Noyons, Moed, & van Raan, 1999). Thus, scientometric analysis is used within the study to quantify and analyse the potential 
trends of publications indexed accurately. Consequently, the research is designed to coherently map the relationships of authors, 
institutions, countries and research hotspots along the themes of learning resources in HE. 

To carry out the scientometric analysis, firstly, a literature review is carried out to recognise the current context of the research 
theme. From a methodological standpoint, literature reviews can be described as content analysis, combining quantitative and 
qualitative features to analyse structural (descriptive) and content criteria [46]; Brewerton & Millward, 2001). A four steps process 
model, proposed by Mayring (2021), was followed, and it includes:  

1. Collection of defined and specified materials: The data to be gathered is. In addition, the unit of analysis (the single publication) is 
established.  

2. Evaluation of formal features of the material, such as the number of publications each year, laying the groundwork for further 
theoretical research.  

3. Structural dimensions and related analytic categories are chosen for application to the acquired data.  
4. The material is evaluated based on its structural dimensions, which allows for the identification of significant issues and the 

interpretation of outcomes. 

From the above, potential research gaps and frontiers of knowledge are being identified to determine further the current context of 

M.K.S. Gomis et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Heliyon 9 (2023) e15438

4

Fig. 1. Adopted methodology of the study.  
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research carried out within the theme. An additional brainstorming session was carried out, reflecting on the literature review to 
identify critical parameters for the search string. Four iterations of datasets were screened to identify the best search string to generate 
relevant articles for the study. The manual screening was carried out in all the iterations to determine whether the articles were 
appropriate to the study. Aligning with the best practice in carrying out scientometric studies in previous studies [47], PRISMA 
guidelines were followed and used to validate the research procedure used in the study. After the dataset iterations and initial 
screenings, the search string for the study was finalised. Articles generated from the search string were used for the Scientometric 
analysis. Identification of the articles and database, screening and filtration process, inclusion-exclusion criteria and analysis were 
carried out as per the recommendations provided by PRISMA guidelines. Fig. 1 provides a detailed description of the methodology of 
the study, illustrating the research process and data analysis. 

3.2. Research procedure 

Web of Science was used as the main collection database for the scientometric study, using keywords suggested by the authors 
during a brainstorming session with critical themes identified from the literature review. The use of Web of Science over other sci-
entific databases is its’ reputation for high-quality articles, better citation matching algorithm and lesser duplications within the ar-
ticles in the database (Chavarro et al., 2018; [48]. These were search phrases deemed necessary for this study to collect the maximum 
amount of information while adhering to the intended scope. The keywords were selected by identifying author keywords from 
prominent literature available through the database and carrying out a brainstorming session by authors to select the most influential 
keywords for the study. During the brainstorming session, four iterations of datasets with different search strings were downloaded and 
manually screened to recognise the appropriateness of the articles used within the study. After the fourth iteration, the most appro-
priate search string was recognised (as given below) and used for the scientometric analysis. Themes under the NSS section 6 – learning 
resources were also considered and incorporated into the study’s keyword selection. It is worth noting that these search phrases were 
connected using the Boolean “OR” logic, with articles published between 1970 and December 2021 in this area. The phrases were 
searched by topic, covering each article’s title, abstract, and keywords to cover as much material as possible. After the four initial 
screenings with prior datasets, the keywords to be used in the search string for the study were deemed as: TOPIC: (“Learning Re-
sources” OR “Library Resources” OR “IT Resources” OR “IT Facilities” OR “Course Specific Resources”). Refined by: Languages: 
(English) and Document Types: (Articles); Timespan: 1970 to 2021. SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, A&HCI, CPCI–S, CPCI-SSH, ESCI. The 
search was conducted in January 2022, and 4489 articles were obtained as the bibliometric dataset for this study. As detailed below, 
full articles were downloaded for analysis in text file and excel formats. The text file format is intended for the software used to 
generate the Scientometric analysis, whereas the excel file was used to identify duplications within the downloaded dataset. The 
duplications identified from the excel file were corrected in the text files and then fed into the VOSviewer software for the sciento-
metric analysis. 

3.3. Data analysis 

A freely available software known as the VOSviewer (version 1.6.17), developed by Eck & Waltman (2010), was used for the 
scientometric analysis carried out in the study. VOSviewer software is particularly used for its high-responsive graphical represen-
tation, which promotes clarity in the generated bibliometric maps (Orduña-Malea and Costas, 2021; Leydesdorff, Carley and Rafols, 
2012). The software is particularly useful in merging activity-yielding and relationship-indicator analysis, which is predominant in 
conducting scientometric analyses. Thus, VOSviewer was used to develop the network mapping of 1.) co-authorship of authors, 2.) co- 

Fig. 2. Number of publications from 1970 to 2022 in the Web of Science.  
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authorship of organisations/institutions, 3.) co-authorship of countries, and 4.) co-occurrence of keywords. The network maps 
developed could be interpreted as knowledge maps in understanding the research impact of HE learning resources as it illustrates the 
most productive authors, influential institutions, significant countries and research trends in HE learning resources [45,46]. All 
network maps were developed by selecting an appropriate threshold and adjusting the visualisation scale and size variation that 
provides the clearest network map. The threshold will be denoted at each section of the analysis. Overall, the node’s size determines 
the contribution made, and the lines represent their level of relatedness. The colour in co-authorship signifies the similarity and the 
relationship, while in co-occurrence, it signifies the year of publication. 

4. Results and discussion 

The 4489 published research articles obtained from the initial screening were analysed, and Fig. 2 illustrates the frequency of 
research articles published in the “learning resource” domain. The figure signifies the research output and the increase of research in 
learning resources within academia. There seem to be limited publications (i.e. no more than 50 publications per year) from 1970 to 
2000 within the research domain, although some spike was noticed in 1985. However, an increase is evident from 2000 to 2016 due to 
the context of e-learning facilities and digitisation being implied and facilitated within HE environments (Vinichenko, 2018; Elfir-
doussi, 2020). Also, the COVID-19 pandemic brought new insight into contextualising module delivery and promoting learning re-
sources digitally (Elfirdoussi, 2020; Fabriz, 2021). The study confirms this trend as it identified no negative impact of COVID-19 on 
research, as some of the highest publications were from 2019. The year 2022 recorded the most articles published with 406 entries, and 
the decrease in 2023 records is due to incomplete bibliographic data records. The records indicate that the number of publications will 
continue to increase in the coming years. 

4.1. Co-authorship analysis 

Co-authorship mapping is one of the most popular functions of conducting a scientometric analysis. The co-authorship network 
mapping and analysis identify scientific collaborations and connect behavioural patterns through a reliable algorithm [49]; Oladinrin 
et al., 2021). The behavioural pattern obtained by co-authorship analysis can be mainly categorised concerning authors, researchers, 
organisations and countries. The analysis assists in identifying the significant collaborative structures with prominent researchers, 
areas of prominent focus within the subject field, and the centrality of network participants and offers insight into further areas of study 
(Oladinrin et al., 2021; [50]. It recognises organisations’ and nations’ involvement and participation in driving research forward 
within the subject area. Thus, the study uses co-authorship analysis to create a network mapping of authors, organisations and 
countries to comprehend research collaboration within the “Learning Resources in HE” subject area. 

When developing the co-authorship mapping, a nominal threshold is selected for the categories of authors, organisations, and 
countries. This clarifies and avoids overlaps to enhance readability within developed network visualisation by eliminating authors/ 
organisations/countries with fewer articles. The appropriate threshold is selected by running several iterations and identifying the 
visualisation that provides the best clarity. Articles with multiple authors, organisations and from different countries are counted in full 
rather than proportionally to further understand their influence denoted by their link strength. Any eliminations or removals will be 
discussed under each section as appropriate and given reasons. 

4.1.1. Authors 
A total number of 10,828 research authors were identified from the 4489 published bibliographic research articles. Anonymous 

articles and authors were removed to avoid confusion with the dataset obtained. Subsequently, 43 authors were identified who met the 
threshold of a minimum 6 number of documents for each author. The corresponding number of total publications, citations, and their 
link strength with other authors were calculated and presented in Table 1. The data further illustrate the institution and the country 
associated with each author. This data prove insightful in identifying each of their influence, considering the number of publications 
and citations and their strength in collaborating with other authors and signposting their co-authorship within the research area. 

Table 1 
The top 13 most productive institutions.  

Author Institution Country Total Publication Citations 

Salamin, N. University of Lausanne Switzerland 20 487 
Jayaraman, A. University of Delaware USA 16 153 
Janotti, A. University of Delaware USA 15 240 
Litsios, G. University of Lausanne Switzerland 12 342 
Chan, I. Konkuk University South Korea 12 34 
Hwang, G. National Taiwan University of Science and Technology Taiwan 10 762 
Sanchez-Alonso, S. University of Alcala Spain 9 95 
Zullo, T.G. Seton Hill University USA 9 450 
Decker, S. Missouri State University USA 8 491 
Pearman, P.B University of the Basque Country Spain 8 220 
Simeonidou, D. University of Bristol England 8 116 
Azer, S.A. King Saud University Saudi Arabia 8 427 
Frary, R.B. Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University USA 8 332  
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Salamin, N. of the University of Lausanne in Switzerland produced the highest number of publications (20) and citations (487). 
Jayaraman, A. and Janotti, A. of the University of Delaware in the USA produced the second and third-highest publications (16 & 15) 
and citations (153 & 240), respectively. 

The presented data signifies that most of the authors are from the USA, indicating the influence of research and incentive on 
learning resources in higher education. It further recognises the focus on learning resources in HE, indicating the extent of effort in 
research-driven pedagogical implementation. This further clarifies how they are at the forefront of pedagogical advancements such as 
virtual and augmentation in learning, contemporary teaching environments, and neoliberalism in HE contexts. 

Fig. 3 illustrates the network visualisation of the highly productive authors. One of the significant findings from the study is that the 
lack of collaboration between research-active authors within the theme of learning resources in HE stands out in the analysis. The 
VOSViewer identified cluster-based collaboration between authors without a substantial network among them. Interestingly, some 
authors are not collaborative, even with a similar demographical underpinning. The lack of collaboration from such a level results in a 
significant gap in enhancing learning resources in HE curricula. 

Fig. 4 identified the highest collaboration among the authors in the dataset with eight prominent authors. These authors had 8 
documents collaborated between them with a minimum threshold of 6 documents for each author. Although Fig. 4 represents the 
highest number of collaborated authors within the theme, it does not represent the global perspective of research carried out in 
learning resources in HE. This further highlights the lack of research interest in the theme, although it is a prominent aspect of student 
performance and progression. 

4.1.2. Organisations/institutions 
As there are many institutions across the global research context, Table 2 presents the top 9 most productive institutions with a 

stronghold on research in learning resources in HE. Out of the 3272 organisations identified from the bibliographic data, only 41 
organisations met the threshold of 15 documents per organisation. The analysis provides further insights into the number of publi-
cations per organisation and their geographic location to identify the best-performing research institutions. The topmost research- 
active organisation on HE learning resources was identified as the University of Illinois, with 61 research article publications. The 
University of Delaware and Pittsburgh rank second and third, having 55 and 42 publications. It is also interesting that the USA 
accommodated most institutes with more research focus on learning resources in the HE context. This replicates the study’s previous 
findings where the USA accommodates more research-active authors (section 3.1.1) and being at the forefront of research (section 
3.1.3) in learning resources in higher education. 

The network visualisation map, Fig. 5, identifies the research collaboration within organisations with a minimum of 15 documents 

Fig. 3. Network visualisation of highly productive authors.  
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per organisation. The close proximity and the lines denoted illustrate how each institution accounts for a collaboration. It can be seen 
that most of the institutions from the USA and some institutions originating in Hong Kong, Canada, and Australia are closely clustered. 
In contrast, institutions originating from the UK, Europe, and Asia are clustered separately. It shows that the two clusters have suc-
cessfully established networks and collaboration. However, the study does not illustrate any other institutions apart from the above 
listed within the network visualisation. Especially the network visualisation is not represented by any developing country. This in-
dicates a significant need for either strong collaborations or more research focus within the research theme. Institutes that are already 
having good collaboration must ensure to broaden their research relationships to facilitate further collaboration. Institutes, especially 
in developing countries, must further strengthen their collaboration by liaising with the most prominent institutions mentioned below. 

4.1.3. Countries 
113 countries contributed to the retrieved research articles analysed within the study. However, only 29 countries met the 

threshold of 25 publications per country. The ten most research-prolific countries are denoted in Table 3, and the study revealed that 
the USA has a significant input on research published with 1662 publications. It could be further identified that China follows with 338 
publications, England with 332, Australia with 248 and Canada with 197 publications. The study reveals that the USA has more in-
fluence and emphasis on research in learning resources and is further engaging and increasing its research output. This can be mainly 
due to good research backing and infrastructure for research within the field [51]. The data revealed that contributions from both 

Fig. 4. Network visualisation of highest collaborated authors.  

Table 2 
The top 9 most productive institutions.  

Institution Country Total Publication Citations 

University of Illinois USA 61 749 
University of Delaware USA 55 775 
University of Pittsburgh USA 42 974 
University of Colorado USA 34 1277 
University of California Irvine USA 31 85 
University of Florida USA 26 706 
University of Lausanne Switzerland 26 513 
University of Toronto Canada 26 579 
University of Sydney Australia 25 220  
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developed and developing nations significantly impacted the retrieved research articles. However, secondary data screenings 
recognise the need for digital and cloud-based learning resources that are yet to be further investigated in developing nations. The 
research was eminent on the impact of COVID-19 on developed and developing nations. However, a major focus of developing nations 
was the lack of technology, whereas the developed nations focussed more on developing offsite and the accessibility of learning 
resources. 

Fig. 6 illustrates the network collaboration map of countries. The 29 countries were identified with a threshold of 25 documents per 
country and are distributed with four main clusters denoted by different colour themes. Interestingly, the clusters denote the USA and 
other Asian and Asia-pacific countries in one cluster, the UK and European countries in one cluster, India and Brazil in one cluster, and 
other Asian and Middle-Eastern countries in the remaining cluster. Data indicates that the USA has more strength in collaboration 
while the UK and the Europan countries have a wider collaboration. As the thickness of the line indicates the strength of collaboration, 
this study recognises the following pairs of countries with the most significant collaboration. 

A critical takeaway is that collaboration is more centralised in research-led countries than in institutions (Fig. 5). The network 
visualisation signifies that collaboration is successful at the country level rather than at an institutional level. Although the research is 
carried out on a cluster basis, there is representation from developed and developing regions. This entails a global perspective of 
research being collaborated and carried out within learning resources in the HE. However, an in-depth analysis needs to be carried out 
to assess the regional focus of the research to understand the extent of collaboration. 

4.2. Co-occurrence: keywords 

Co-occurrence network diagrams help understand the frequency in which the keywords occur in a particular setting. Co-occurrence 
analysis has many uses, such as text-mining, which counts how frequently the texts have appeared throughout the years [52,53]. Thus, 
co-occurrence networks were predominantly used to identify research trends by analysing the keywords used in research articles. 

Fig. 5. Network visualisation of contributing organisations.  

Table 3 
The top 10 most participating countries.  

Country Total Publication Citations Total Link Strength 

USA 1662 23324 256 
China 338 3625 164 
England 332 6397 202 
Australia 248 4855 139 
Canada 197 3216 107 
Spain 126 1794 95 
India 109 744 40 
Taiwan 99 2188 35 
Italy 87 1676 72 
Germany 84 2067 84  
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For this study, 29 keywords were obtained when the threshold was provided at 20 occurrences from 4489 articles, as presented in 
Table 4. The most popular keywords can be identified as e-learning, education, academic libraries, learning resources and cloud 
computing. The search criteria include the keywords “education” and “learning resources” the data has been replicated and is included 
in the co-occurrence analysis. E-learning has been prominent, with 152 occurrences within the dataset. This is expected due to the HE 
curricula’s influence and inclination towards digital learning contexts. Closely looking into the academic library context within the 
dataset, it can be identified that this mostly focuses on digital-academic libraries. Again signposting the influence of digitisation on the 
HE learning context. One new research trend emerging from keyword co-occurrence analysis is using cloud-based computing within 
HE learning contexts. There are significant articles on using cloud-based software and data as learning resources, especially in 
computing and IT-related HE curricula. However, the studies identify that cloud-based technology is still to be implemented and fully 
utilised in most HE disciplines, especially in nursing, the built environment, and agriculture. Fig. 7 presents the frequency of keywords 
obtained from the bibliographic data and their link strength alongside the timeline. This illustration provides further insights into the 
co-occurrences of each keyword, revealing the research focuses throughout the selected timeline. 

The five strongest keywords were identified as follows, e-learning (with 152 occurrences and a link strength of 78), Education (with 
79 occurrences and a link strength of 45), Academic libraries (with 73 occurrences and a link strength of 39), Learning resources (with 

Fig. 6. Network visualisation of countries.  

Table 4 
The top 10 most popular keywords.  

Keyword Occurrences Total link strength 

e-learning 152 78 
Education 79 45 
Academic libraries 73 39 
Learning resources 67 40 
Cloud computing 56 5 
Higher education 51 31 
Learning 50 39 
Online learning 47 30 
Information technology 40 13 
Covid-19 39 24  
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67 occurrences and a link strength of 40), and Cloud computing (with 56 occurrences and a link strength of 5). Without considering the 
keywords used in the search criteria, e-learning, academic libraries, and cloud computing can be identified as prominent areas of 
research or research hotspots within the theme of learning resources in HE. 

Although the above keywords were identified as prominent research areas, the overlay visualisation in Fig. 7 illustrates the use of 
the keywords according to their average occurrence per year. The purple colour range keywords can be seen near 2010, green nearing 
2016, and yellow for 2018 and above. The overlay visualisation categorises keywords such as digital libraries and the internet in the 
purple range; and e-learning, mobile learning, collaborative learning, cloud computing and information literacy in the green range. 
The most current keywords in the yellow range are active learning, blended learning, library resources, higher education, COVID-19 
and online learning. 

Although studies by Refs. [54,55] identified a digital learning paradigm in recent years, overlay visualisation denotes that digi-
tisation has been a part of HE learning resources since (at least) 2010. The visualisation also illustrates the prominent focus on 
COVID-19, where most teaching and learning in HE transferred online. The study identified that research hotspots such as digital 
libraries, curriculum, internet, collaborative learning, mobile learning, and cloud computing are becoming obsolete. However, these 
research hotspots need further emphasis as it underpins the current paradigm shift of digital learning. Additionally, medical education 
has been listed as the only discipline-specific research area in the overlay visualisation. More discipline-specific research needs to be 
catered such as management, built environment, engineering, etc., to promote best practices in utilising learning resources within the 
body of knowledge. 

5. Conclusion and research directions 

The study aimed to present a scientometric analysis of learning resources in the current HE context. It is viewed as the foundation of 
an objective analysis of the current research trends and the existing literature under the theme of “learning resources in HE”. 

Publications about learning resources in HE were limited from 1970 to 1990. Although the research stagnated from 1970 to 2002, 
there was a gradual rise of articles published from 2003 to 2013, but a significant exponential rise from 2015 to 2022. The lower 
number of publications in 2023 is due to the incomplete record. One of the most significant findings was limited collaboration between 
authors regarding the study of HE learning resources. As per the co-author’s analysis, the link strengths in all the authors were very low 
across the dataset, indicating very low collaboration among authors. Salamin, N. of the University of Lausanne in Switzerland, was 
identified as the most productive author with 20 publications and 487 citations. The topmost research-active institution was the 
University of Illinois, with 61 total research article publications, and the USA has a significant research output as a country with 1662 
publications. A lack of institutional collaboration between developed and developing regions’ demographies was also identified. The 
co-occurrence analysis illustrated the current research hotspots: e-learning, Education, Academic libraries, Learning resources, and 
Cloud computing. Even though the findings are recorded above, they should be carefully inferred to avoid misinterpretation in the 

Fig. 7. Overlay visualisation of keywords.  
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current research context and future research trends. 
Some key takeaways and trends were identified from the study, signifying the study’s novelty. Evidence is presented on increasing 

studies on learning resources in HE. The significant rise in publications on the theme in the later years can be due to the COVID-19 
pandemic resulting in an online teaching transition in learning. The study revealed that this is a common misconception where 
digitisation has been a part of the research theme since 2010. However, the most significant issue is the lack of collaboration between 
authors related to research on learning resources in HE. A significant decrease and a very limited link strength were identified among 
the authors during the co-authorship analysis. Data suggests that research is being carried out more individually and that limited 
knowledge is shared between researchers within the area. It correlates with the co-authorship analysis of counties as there seems to be 
a very limited collaboration between each other. Collaboration and at least facilitation to collaborate are eminent in both research-led 
institutions and institutes based in developing regions. This must be addressed swiftly to encourage best practices and enhance 
pedagogical practices within the global HE context. Research carried out in developed countries could be reprised in developing 
countries to further enhance the learning resources and their utilisation in HE curricula. The USA, which dominated the research 
output, could take the lead and include more on the other clusters with different origins and practices. The need for a strategic research 
focus is imminent and must be addressed swiftly to achieve global collaboration. Keywords illustrate that transitioning toward digital 
approaches in providing learning resources is still a research trend. This could predominantly be due to the recent emphasis on 
digitation and digitised learning with the COVID pandemic. However, key research trends such as digital libraries, curriculum, 
internet, collaborative learning, mobile learning, and cloud computing need further emphasis as they underpin the current paradigm 
shift of digital learning in HE. Moreover, further research needs to be carried out on digitisation, with more cross-sectional and 
contextualised studies focused on both developed and developing countries. 

This study signifies the relationships of authors, institutions, countries and research hotspots within learning resources in HE. It 
enables academics, researchers, academic institutes and other relevant parties to identify frontiers in research and potential research 
gaps that need eminent focus. Academics and regulatory bodies could further benefit by utilising the results in enhancing learning 
resources as denoted by the co-occurrence visualisation presented in the study. One major limitation of the study is the global 
perspective of publication analysis; future research could benefit from having a more regional focus, especially in developing countries 
which will be beneficial to understanding the current context of Learning resources in HE accurately. More databases (such as Scopus, 
etc.) could be used to obtain a broader perspective of the studies carried out. Additionally, more discipline-specific research could be 
used as this study aimed for a holistic and cross-sectional approach to learning resources in HE. The study recognised a predominant 
research focus on learning resources within the medical and nursing disciplines. However, more discipline-related research needs to 
emerge to facilitate the need for research within discipline-specific learning resources. The one critical takeaway from the study is that 
author collaborations are eminent and need to be significantly improved within the research focus, enhancing the best practices in 
providing learning resources in a global context. This would lead to the implementation of such best practices to facilitate the effective 
use and, thus, enhance student satisfaction in using learning resources within the higher education context. 
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