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WRITING GOOD ABSTRACTSf 

IT’S A TOUGH JOB
A N N  C A R SO N  PA L, BS*

W hy does it seem to be so difficult to w rite  a  good 
abstract?  K ing and R oland  prov ide an  insight to the 
prob lem  in their book, Scientific  W riting: “ M ost authors 
find it quite easy to write a long essay, m ore difficult 
to write a short essay, and m uch m ore d ifficult to write 
a sho rt good  essay .”1 A w ell-w ritten essay of 250 words 
o r less can becom e an  excellent abstract, but it is a 
difficult task to accom plish. A ccording to M. T herese 
Southgate, M D , abstract w riters should n o t allow them 
selves to becom e too easily  discouraged. In  an ed ito rial 
in JA M A , Journa l o f  the A m erican  M edical A ssociation, 
in 1972, she w rote: “T he com position  o f the synopsis- 
abstract is often a cross check o f the  quality  of the 
rep o rt and even o f the w ork; it being next to im possible 
to w rite  a  good abstrac t from  a poorly  w ritten  a rtic le .”2

T he editorial board o f Physical Therapy  recognizes 
the  im portance o f publishing journal abstracts m onthly  
in order to help physical therapists keep up with the 
ever-rising tide o f literatu re  in the m edical professions. 
A bstractors fo r Physical Therapy  volunteer their services, 
m eaning that they  also have expressed an interest in 
helping physical therapists to  stay inform ed. W hile 
serving as an A P T A  In tern  in Publications recently, 1 
observed that, sadly enough, a m ajority  o f the large 
num ber o f abstracts which are received by the Journal 
office a re  no t acceptable fo r publication  as subm itted. 
T h e  problem  is rarely one of poor-quality  research; 
the  problem  is the poor writing techniques of the 
abstractors. All too frequently  m istakes occur in o rgan i
zation and  w ording, such as this sentence: “O f thirty- 
five patients treated  by this m ethod, six w ent to necrosis 
bu t only fo u r required replacem ent.”

A bstracts o f cu rren t lite ra tu re  are  im portan t to m any 
of us, yet it seems that m any o f o u r abstractors a re  no t 
yet really ab le  to  com m unicate new inform ation  to us 
in a m eaningful fashion. This article  sum m arizes the 
princip les o f good abstracting  w ith the hope  that som e 
o f o u r abstrac to rs will be able to use the suggestions to 
im prove th e ir w riting  skills. T he princip les described 
can also be app lied  by those considering abstracting  
articles fo r th e ir personal files. Skill in determ ining the 
essence o f any rep o rt is a valuable tim e-saver and is 
also a  talen t w hich any budding w riter should cultivate.

W H A T  IS A N  A B STR A C T?

A journal ab strac t functions as a  b rie f descrip tion  of 
the contents o f an  a rtic le  so that the busy therap ist can 
quickly  grasp  the “m ea t” o f  the article. A ccording to 
Lois D eBakey in her book, The Scientific  Journal, a 
journal abstract is distinguished from  a sum m ary by 
the fact th a t it stands a p art from  the o rig inal article.

* A t the tim e th is article  was w ritten, Mrs. Pal was an 
A dm inistra tive  In te rn  in P ublications a t the  head
quarte rs o f the A m erican Physical T h erap y  A ssocia
tion, W ashington, D C  20005. She is curren tly  a  staff 
physical th erap ist fo r G irling  H om e H ealth  Services, 
Inc, 1404 W  N o rth  L oop, A ustin , T X  78756. 

t  R eprin ted  fro m  PH Y SIC A L  T H E R A P Y  (V olum e 58: 
17 5 -1 7 7 , F eb ru a ry  1978) w ith the perm ission o f the 
A m erican Physical T h erap y  A ssociation.

D r. D eB akey w rites: “Because these abstracts stand 
ap art from  the orig inal article , they should be com
pletely self-contained, and som etim es, therefore, may 
include m ore in form ation  than  (concurrent author 
abstracts).” K ing and R oland  fu rth er clarify  the 
n a tu re  o f the jou rnal abstract by rem inding us that a 
good abstract “ preserves the fo rm  o f the  paper in 
m in ia tu re ” and never contains m ateria l w hich is not in 
the  paper, such as the criticism s o r  op in ions o f the 
ab strac to r .1

T E C H N IQ U E

W hat does one do when w riting  an abstrac t?  Maizellj 
Sm ith, and Singer suggest that the abstrac to r should 
begin w ith a  quick  p re lim inary  scan o f the article, 
no ting  the subject m atter and length and special features 
such as tables, illustra tions, o r references. A second very 
careful reading should focus on reading the  first and 
last paragraphs, reading key sections, and underlining 
key w ords and phrases in the a rtic le .4 A t th is po in t, the 
ab strac to r has two choices: to ex tract o r to paraphrase. 
G enerally  the paraphrase , w ritten  in  the past tense, is 
the  m ore effective and w idely used choice o f style for 
a  journal abstract. E x tracts are  sim ply selected quota
tions from  the article . E x tracts m ay be ap p ro p ria te  if 
used as a  supplem ent to paraphrases o r  if the a rtic le  is 
a lite ra tu re  survey and no t a  research report.

W hatever the choice o f w riting  style, m ost abstractors 
prefer to w rite  th e ir rough d rafts w ith a  full copy o f the 
article  before  them . T he final step is to pu t the  abstract 
aw ay and reread it a  few hours o r a  few days later. 
F ina l copy should be typed according to the requ ire
m ents o f the Style M anual of the A m erican Physical 
T herapy  A ssociation (A PTA ).5 W hen doing the final 
reading, the abstrac to r m ust ponder the question, “Can 
1 understand w hat this article is all ab o u t from  what 
is w ritten here?” If the answ er is “N o ”, Physical 
Therapy  readers will no t be able to  understand the 
abstrac t either.

C O N T E N T

According to the A PT A  Style M anual an abstract 
should  contain no m ore than  250 w ords .5 G enerally  
few er w ords a re  needed to adequately  describe an 
article. D r. Southgate’s ed ito ria l sum m arizes the m atter 
o f content concisely, citing fo u r questions w hich the 
abstrac to r m ust ask: (1) W hat was the problem ? 
(Problem ); (2) H ow  was it solved? (M ethod); (3) W hat 
was found? (Results); (4) W hat was learned? (Conclu
sions).1

N o m ore than  one sentence is usually  needed to 
answ er each question. T he o rder in w hich these essential 
item s are  w ritten  does no t m atter, a lthough it is a  good 
idea to generally  follow  the o rder in w hich they occur 
in the a rticle  being abstracted . A good ab strac t is a 
collection of facts, no t generalities. Such lead-in phrases 
as “T he au tho rs concluded . . a re  deadw ood in an 
abstract. It is bette r to sim ply say “T h e  conclusions 
w ere . . . ”

T he fo u r essential questions also app ly  to articles 
which are literatu re  surveys. T o  illustrate: T he problem
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may have been to find ou t w hat has been w ritten in the 
oast 20 years about cervical traction. T he m ethod  m ay 
have been to review the lite ra tu re  (m entioning well- 
i;nown authors). T he results m ay have been to discover 
that little docum entation  exists on the  basis fo r treating 
cervical spine problem s with m otorized in term ittent 
traction in the sitting position. T he conclusion  m ay 
have been that research on applying cervical traction, o r 
0n the effects o f applying cervical traction  in the sitting 
position, is needed.

Some specific facts w hich need to be included in 
an abstract o f a  research a rtic le  a re  (1) the num ber 
and characteristics o f  experim ental subjects; (2) the full 
hames o f any standard  tests o r  sta tistical m ethods used;
(3) the full nam es o f any ap p ara tu s used; and (4) the 
generic nam es, if possible, o f any  drugs used .6

Last, bu t certain ly  no t least, the ab strac to r m ust select 
facts fo r inclusion in the ab strac t w hich are  pertinen t to 
the field o f physical therapy. T h ere  is no p lace in the 
journal abstrac t fo r a  personal critique  by the ab strac to r 
of the a rtic le ’s ap p licab ility  to the physical therapy  
-profession, bu t it is en tirely  eth ical and necessary to 

1 ("hoose and orien t the facts presented to o u r profession. 
The readers them selves m ust decide w hether an  article  
is pertinen t and w orth  a closer reading. A fter all, isn ’t 
that the real reason fo r publishing jo u rn a l abstracts?

STYLE

M aizell, Singer, and Sm ith rem ind us that the lead 
sentence o f the abstract is very im portant, and should 
give the “gist” o f the  a rtic le .4 A  clear, concise style is 
a necessity if an abstrac t is to be lim ited  to one sentence 
about each of the fo u r essential questions (problem , 
method, results, conclusions). A bstractors should discard 
jargon from  the orig ina l article ; fo r exam ple, a  “spinal 
cord in jured  p a tien t” is really  a  “ pa tien t w ith  a  spinal 
cord in ju ry .” G enerally  the past tense is requ ired  fo r 
verbs. S trong and precise language helps the reader to 
understand the im portance o f the content o f the abstract. 
All abbrev iations used should  be spelled o u t the  first 
time they ap p ear in the text and follow ed by the 
abbreviation  in parentheses.

EXAMPLES

T he follow ing two abstracts fulfil m ost o f the re
quirem ents fo r good quality  w hich have been cited 
here:

^  Factors previously associated  w ith  m oto r neuron  
disease were com pared in 25 patients w ith  am yo
troph ic  lateral sclerosis (ALS), 25 patients w ith  o ther 
neurologic  diseases, and 25 n o rm al contro l subjects. 
A standard  form  was used to record exposure to 
m etals, a th le tic  p a rtic ip a tio n , m ilk ingestion, child
hood and adu lt illnesses, bone fractures, m alabso rp 
tion, traum a, electric  shock, hypoglycem ia, and o ther 
factors. G roups w ere m atched fo r age and sex.

T he ALS group  had  a significantly h igher num ber 
o f patients who reported  exposure to heavy m etals, 
p artic ipa tion  in athletics, and ingestion o f large  qu an 
tities o f m ilk. T h e  au tho rs postulated th a t ALS 
patients m ay have genetically  determ ined dysfunction 
in m o to r neuron  m etabolism  w hich is m ade w orse by 
environm ental factors o r by m oto r neuron  fa tigue .7

E lectrophysio log ic  studies w ere perform ed on 17 
patients w ho had pre-existing urem ic n eu ropathy  and

had successful kidney transplants. C linical signs before  
tran sp lan ta tion  ranged from  m ild to severe and in 
cluded d istal weakness, reduction  o f tendon reflexes, 
num bness and tingling, and loss o f v ib ra to ry  sense 
and tw o-point d iscrim ination . E lectrophysio log ic  signs 
correlated  well w ith clinical sym ptom s. Sensory and 
m oto r conduction  velocities were decreased and m uscle 
com pound action  poten tials w ere depressed.

Im provem ent in clinical signs began w ith in  two 
m onths a fte r transp lan tation . M ild neu ropath ies 
showed com plete clinical recovery  in six  m onths, 
w hile m oderate  to  severe neuropath ies show ed con
tinued im provem ent fo r as long as two years. C on
duction  velocity  did no t show significant im prove
m ent w ith in  two m onths, but, in  th e  tw o-year follow- 
up, sustained increase in m oto r and sensory conduc
tion  velocity  was noted.

F o u r patien ts requ ired  a second tran sp lan t w ith 
sim ilar im provem ent in clinical and electrophysio logic 
signs .8
W e m ay infer from  the second abstract th a t the 

au thors did no t a ttem pt to draw  conclusions from  their 
study results.

SU M M A R Y

A good journal abstrac t is an im m ensely valuab le  tool 
fo r  the physical therapist. I t  can enable a  reader to 
quickly grasp  the essence o f a  published a rtic le  and 
help  the reader decide w hether to pursue  the a rtic le  fo r 
detailed reading. A n inexperienced w riter can “p ractice” 
valuab le  skills and w riting  style by a ttem pting  to w rite  
an  abstract. T he selective reading process begun by 
reading abstracts helps m any therap ists keep up  w ith 
the  growing body o f m edical knowledge.

T h e  Journa l publishes m ost abstracts if th e  form , 
o rgan ization , and style a re  relatively clear, and as long 
as the abstrac to r does no t inject op in ions into the  text. 
It is up  to abstractors to m ake the  m ateria l m eaningful 
fo r the readers!
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