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ABSTRACT: This paper is a review of genre analysis of author abstracts carried out in the area of
English for Special Purposes (ESP) since 1990. Given the descriptive character of such analysis, it can
be valuable for Information Science (IS), as it provides a picture of the variation in author abstracts,
depending on the discipline, culture and language of the author, and the envisaged context. The au-
thors claim that such knowledge can be useful for information professionals who need to revise author
abstracts, or use them for other activities in the organization of knowledge, such as subject analysis

and control of vocabulary. With this purpose in mind, we summarize various findings of ESP research. We describe how ab-
stracts vary in structure, content and discourse, and how linguists explain such variations. Other factors taken into account are
the stylistic and discoursal features of the abstract, lexical choices, and the possible sources of bias. In conclusion, we show
how such findings can have practical and theoretical implications for IS.

1. Introduction

This article is a review of recent linguistics research
into abstracts, and specifically research in the branch
of linguistics that studies English for Special Pur-
poses (ESP). Such research may be useful for Infor-
mation Science (IS) and information professionals,
since it can assist with a specific type of abstract, i.e.
the author abstract. Author abstracts are written by
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the author of the original paper, as opposed to ab-
stracts written by information professionals, and are
intended to serve specific functions in information
retrieval (IR) and selection. Due to the ever growing
volume of publications, and limitations in the re-
sources available for indexing and especially for ab-
stracting, the author abstract is of pivotal impor-
tance for information services. It guarantees timeli-
ness and economical convenience, since it can be
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published simultaneously with the article and needs
no extra work from the information professional,
except possibly some editing and revision. Another
advantage of the author abstract is that, in principle,
nobody has more command of the substance of the
article than the author, and there is rarely anyone
more familiar with the relevant literature and termi-
nology (Pinto Molina 2001, 185).

Among the drawbacks of the author abstract, ig-
noring possible copyright constraints (Rowley
1988, 18), the literature cites a tendency to bias —
especially when authors seek to promote their work
among the members of their own scientific commu-
nity — as well as insufficient experience in writing
abstracts (Cleveland & Cleveland 2001, 58-59). De-
spite these disadvantages, however, author abstracts
remain extremely interesting for information ser-
vices, mainly on grounds of their low cost and im-
mediate availability. We believe that ESP research
into abstracts may provide information science pro-
fessionals with the means to adapt such abstracts to
the quality standards required for IR and other
functions they can serve in the organisation of
knowledge.

With few exceptions, IS and ESP research into ab-
stracts have so far remained unconnected. Chan &
Foo (2001) explained this by the fact that the two
disciplines have different focuses. Broadly speaking,
IS professionals and researchers focus largely on user
needs, while ESP researchers think mainly in terms
of structure and style, their main concern being
“teaching novice writers to produce linguistically and
structurally acceptable abstracts.” Abstracts written
by expert or native English speaking members of
each scientific community are models for all the
other members: once published, the abstracts pro-
vide an example to be followed by those who want
to be published in turn. As a consequence, ESP re-
search tends to be “descriptive,” never questioning
the appropriateness of the abstracts it studies. By
contrast, IS literature addresses mainly information
students and professionals and tends to be “prescrip-
tive,” prompting its audience to abide by rules and
standards with clear information purposes.

It is the descriptive character of the ESP approach
to author abstracts that makes it interesting for IS.
Using a methodology unfamiliar to the information
scientist, ESP research demonstrates how author ab-
stracts vary across several disciplines. Knowledge of
these variations can represent new areas of meaning
and application for the information scientist. In this
paper we suggest that this knowledge can be useful

in revising abstracts, as well as for other activities in
knowledge organization, such as subject analysis and
vocabulary control.

The idea that abstracts can be revised has been re-
invigorated by research into automatic abstracting
(Mani 2001, 37-38). The high cost of such research
has triggered the need to implement the results al-
ready obtained, and since automatically produced ab-
stracts still leave much to be desired, they need revi-
sion before being utilized. Through revision, auto-
matically produced abstracts can at least be made
readable, the chief difficulty being redundant ele-
ments and a lack of relationship between sentences,
as well as the inclusion of uninteresting information
(Hovy 2003, 589). Revision can also be applied to
“human-written” abstracts, though this necessitates
entering a more complex environment: an area in
which ESP literature on author abstracts could be
extremely useful.

A better understanding of author abstracts could
provide grounds for reconsidering Borko and
Bernier’s idea (1975, 5) that abstracts form a basis
for indexing and reviewing scientific literature. Such
an idea has often been questioned because author ab-
stracts are not objective (Lancaster 2003, 104), nor
do they cover the contents of the original document
exhaustively (Montesi, in press). However, carrying
out abstracting and reviewing tasks on the basis of
the author abstract is common practice in many in-
formation services. This is specifically the case when
the article is written in an unfamiliar language and
only the abstract is available in English, or when time
constraints prevent the indexer/abstractor from ana-
lysing the original document in depth.

As explained at length below, authors regard ab-
stracts as academic genres and attribute to them
pragmatic functions that are not necessarily related
to information retrieval. Even terminology can con-
tribute to bringing such functions into being, and
needs to be seen in a general academic environment.
Understanding how authors use abstracts can there-
fore also assist with vocabulary control, and have
positive reverberations within IR.

In the remainder of the article, we summarize the
major findings of ESP research since 1990, the publi-
cation year of “Genre Analysis: English in academic
and research settings” by Swales, which marked the
beginning of a decided interest in abstracts among
linguists. Data were extracted from the database
“Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts;”
through regular browsing of the journals “English
for Specific Purposes” and “English for Academic
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Purposes;” through cross references, and through
personal contacts with researchers.

Our exclusive focus on linguistic research does
not mean that IS has not contributed significant
findings to the topic. In fact, IS has taken a different
perspective and focused on other aspects such as,
most recently, readability (Hartley & Sydes 1997),
quality (Tenopir & Jacsé 1993), users’ preferences
and problems (Hartley & Sydes 1996; Montesi & Gil
Urdiciain, in press), the structured format (Hartley
2000, 2000a, 2002, 2004), abstracts and abstracting in
the humanities (Tibbo 1992, 1993), electronic ab-
stracts (Armstrong & Wheatley 1998), and the cog-
nitive processes implied in abstracting (Liddy 1991,
Endres-Niggemeyer 1998). What we suggest here is
that research trends in IS may be enriched by the
linguistic perspective.

2. Genre analysis of abstracts

Linguists address the topic of abstracts mainly
within the framework of “genre analysis.” From this
point of view, genre is understood as a text “pur-
posed” to the accomplishment of certain functions,

constrained by the conventions of each scientific
community, and possibly also presenting variations
reflecting other factors of a social, cultural or lin-
guistic nature. In genre analysis, abstracts customar-
ily undergo a rhetorical analysis, and are studied in
terms of “moves,” i.e. the sections constituting their
rhetorical structure, and in terms of the linguistic
signals characterizing such moves. Each move serves
a minor communicative purpose, which in turn
serves the general communicative purpose of the
whole text. Moves can be further divided into
“steps” or “sub-moves.” In this paper, the term
“move” and “section” are used interchangeably, as are
“sub-move” and “step.”

The structure of an abstract is defined intuitively,
on the basis of the structure of the underlying re-
search article, and 1s summarized in four moves: In-
troduction (or Purpose), Methodology, Results, and
Discussion (or Conclusion), which constitute the
IMRAD pattern (Swales 1990). Table 1 below gives a
summary of studies conducted on the basis of genre
analysis, the scientific fields they took into account,
the type of abstracts, and the dimensions of the cor-
pora studied.

Author and year of publication

Scientific field(s) studied

Corpus

Salager-Meyer (1990 and 1991)

Medicine (Clinical, and Epidemiological | 77 abstracts accompanying research articles
Research, and Review Articles

in medical journals

Kaplan et al. (1994) Applied Linguistics

294 abstracts submitted in application for a
conference

Melander et al. (1994)

guistics)

Biology (Plant Pathology); Medicine
(Obstetrics); Linguistics (Applied Lin-

90 abstracts, 30 from each of the 3 fields
mentioned: for each group: 10 abstracts in
Swedish, 10 in English written by Swedes;
10 in English written by Americans

Berkenkotter & Huckin (1995)

Rhetoric and Composition

441 abstracts submitted in application for
the Conference on College Composition
and Communication

Busch-Lauer (1995)
Research)

Medicine (Experimental and Operative

60 abstracts including the Instructions for
authors, and the research articles.

30 abstracts in German; 30 in English
15+15: experimental research
13+13: review articles

242: case study

Andersson & Gunnarsson
(1995)

Applied Linguistics

40 abstracts published in the abstract vol-
ume of the AILA world congress held in
Amsterdam in 1993
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Author and year of publication

Scientific field(s) studied

Corpus

Bittencourt dos Santos (1996)

Applied Linguistics

97 abstracts accompanying research articles
in linguistics journals

Anderson & MacLean (1997)

Medicine (Clinical Medicine, Surgery,
Epidemiology, Basic Sciences)

80 abstracts, equally divided according to
the 4 types of medicine research, and to the
country of production (North American
journals and British journals)

Valero Garcés & Calle Martinez | Medicine 8 abstracts, 4 in English and 4 in Spanish
(1997)
Bolivar (1999) Linguistics 207 abstracts from two international South

American conferences on linguistics (90 +
117), one attended mostly by Spanish speak-
ers, and the other mostly by English speak-

€rs.

Garcfa-Calvo (1999)

Linguistics and Biosciences (Agronomy,
Genetics, Neuroscience, and Zoology)

185 abstracts of reports of investigation for
different conferences

Espinoza Muiioz (2000)

Horticultural science

317 conference abstracts.

Hyland (2000)

Molecular Biology, Magnetic Physics,
Mechanical Engineering, Electronic En-
gineering, Philosophy, Sociology, Mar-
keting, Applied Linguistics

1,040 research article abstracts.

Lépez-Arroyo (2001)

Medicine (Cardiology)

180 database abstracts: 50 by English writ-
ers, 50 by Spanish writers, 40 translations
from Spanish into English, and 40 transla-
tions from English into Spanish

Pérez Ruiz (2001)

Linguistics and Medicine

80 journal abstracts, 20+20 in English,
20420 in Spanish

Huckin (2002)

Medicine (Basic Science, Clinical Medi-
cine, Health Care Delivery)

90 database abstracts from MEDLINE

Samraj (2002)

Wildlife Behaviour and Conservation Bi-
ology

40 (20420) abstracts of the two disciplines

Martin Martin (2003)

Experimental Phonetics and Psychology

160 research article abstracts, 80 in Spanish
(40 for each field), and 80 in English (40 for
each discipline).

Méndez-Cendén &
Lépez-Arroyo (2003)

Radiology

234 research article abstracts, and their cor-
responding research articles.

Stotesbury (2003)

Humanities (General and Applied Lin-
guistics, Literature, Anthropology, Cul-
tural Studies, History)

Social Sciences (Education, Psychology,
Sociology, Human Geography, Econom-
ics, Business Administration)

Natural Sciences (Ecology, Soil Science,
Botany, Animal Biology, Limnology,
Oceanography, Terramechanics, Forestry,
Physics, Chemistry, Mathematics,
Mathematical Statistics)

300 journal abstracts, 100 form the humani-
ties, 100 from the social sciences, and 100
from the natural sciences

https://dol.org/10.5771/0843-7444-2005-2-64 - am 13.01.2026, 10:32:05. https://wwwinlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - [( Iumm—


https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2005-2-64
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb

68

Knowl. Org. 32(2005)No.2

Michela Montesi, and Blanca Gil Urdiciain. Recent Linguistic Research into Author Abstracts

Author and year of publication

Scientific field(s) studied

Corpus

Samraj (2004)
haviour

Conservation Biology and Wildlife Be-

24 article abstracts (12+12) and their 24
corresponding introductions.

Lorés (2004) Applied Linguistics

26 abstracts from 4 journals of Linguistics
published in English

Martin Martin & Burgess (2004) | Psychology and Phonetics

160 abstracts, in Spanish (40+40) and Eng-
lish (40+40).

Table 1. Scientific fields and corpora of abstracts studied on the basis of genre analysis

Most work centres on abstracts written in varying
branches of Linguistics and Medicine. Journal ab-
stracts as well as conference abstracts are studied,
with most research focusing on the former type.
When different languages and cultures come into
play, abstracts written in English are usually com-
pared with abstracts written in Spanish, either “cas-
tellano” [i.e., Castilian] or South American Spanish
(Bolivar 1999; Garcia-Calvo 1999), followed by
German or Swedish. Genre analysis has also been
combined with different methodologies, such as
thematic analysis (Kaplan et al. 1994; Lorés 2004),
and interviews (Ventola 1994; Hyland 2000). In
comparative approaches, abstracts are compared with
research articles and instructions provided to authors
(Busch-Lauer 1995; Méndez-Cendén & Lépez-
Arroyo 2003, Webber 2004), or with the introduc-
tion of the corresponding article (Samraj 2004). The
terminological studies focus on the use of metaphors
(Webber 1996), on “lexical density” and “lexical
variation” (Gibson, 1993; Martin Martin 2001,
2003a), on evaluative language (Stotesbury 2003), on
phraseological devices (Méndez-Cend6n & Lopez-
Arroyo 2003), and on the terminology used in ab-
stracts versus the indexing keywords (Huckin 2002).
When conference abstracts are studied, the abstracts
of accepted papers are often compared to the ab-
stracts of those rejected (Kaplan et al. 1994; Berk-
enkotter & Huckin 1995; Faber 1996).

2.1 Variations in the rhetorical structure of abstracts

A general conclusion drawn by ESP researchers is
that the rhetorical structure of abstracts presents
variations with respect to the IMRAD pattern, which
can be identified as follows:

1. Variations concerning single moves;
2. Variations concerning ascribed weight;
3. Variations concerning sequence;

4. Variations relating to the scientific field and/or
cultural and linguistic differences.

Such variations are interdependent in that they pre-
suppose and often explain each other. We elaborate
below.

2.1.1. Single moves

Single moves can occur other than the reader expects
on the grounds of his or her previous experience, or
assumptions based on the guidelines for writing ab-
stracts, instructions to authors, or the conventions
of each discipline, etc. The introduction is expected
to be the initial section, for instance, but may on the
contrary be preceded by a background (Bittencourt
dos Santos 1996; Anderson & MacLean 1997; Samraj
2002). Different explanations are given for the pres-
ence of a background section. In linguistics, Bitten-
court dos Santos observed that in the background
the author “situated” the research, while in the In-
troduction proper the author “presented” it. In
medicine, Anderson & MacLean (1997) made the
background section dependent on the implicitness of
the purpose, because it did not appear earlier when
the purpose was stated explicitly. Then again, Hyland
found that the introduction in soft sciences abstracts
provided some kind of context to the research, while
in hard sciences it tended to consist of a statement of
purpose (2000, p. 72). We can, therefore, not rule
out the possibility that this halving of the initial
move has, in fact, a disciplinary motive.

The introduction section as a whole is often
found to be the longest, and at times the only, sec-
tion of the abstract (Martin Martin 2003). In some
cases researchers can even recognize the structure of
the research article introduction in the structure of
the abstract (Anderssson & Gunnarsson 1995;
Lépez-Arroyo 2001, 345-346). In others, the struc-
ture of the abstract coincides with that of the intro-
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duction (Lorés 2004). At the other extreme, a couple
of studies on medical abstracts underlined that the
statement of purpose, which is often viewed as an al-
ternative for the introduction proper, can sometimes
(Salager-Meyer 1990) or even often (Huckin 2002)
be omitted.

The methodology section is usually found to be
short, often embedded in another move, or missing.
It appeared in only half of the items studied by
Hyland (2000) and Samraj (2002), and hardly ever in
the abstracts of philosophy papers that were studied
by Hyland. In applied linguistics, this move is spe-
cifically described as difficult to spot (Lorés 2004).
The move can vary widely in length, ranging from a
few sentences to a mere adjunct.

Conclusions are often omitted (Anderson &
MacLean, 1997; Hyland 2000; Lépez-Arroyo 2001),
and in some cases cannot be distinguished from the
results (Martin Martin 2003). Anderson & MacLean
calculated that 12 out of their 80 medical abstracts
had no conclusion, without apparently diminishing
the informativeness of the abstracts. However, they
regarded a summary of results as a conclusion, espe-
cially when it was a non-numerical summary of re-
sults. Lépez-Arroyo (2001, 389-392) noticed that in
her set of Spanish medical abstracts the final moves
(conclusion and/or results) were often omitted, and
that such omissions tended to occur also in abstracts
translated from Spanish into English.

2.1.2 Ascribed weight

If we look at moves in terms of length and frequency
across a corpus, some seem more important than
others, in particular the results, which occupy more
text and appear more frequently than other moves
(Busch-Lauer 1995; Samraj 2002). Pérez Ruiz found
that the purpose, the introduction and the results
sections were the most popular in a corpus of medi-
cal and linguistic abstracts, the results section being
more important in medicine than in linguistics
(2001, 443).

Due to their length and wealth of detail, some
moves of abstracts allow an analysis in terms of sub-
moves or steps — 1.e. it is possible to identify in them
the microstructures of the moves contained in the
original article. This gives them a prominent position
by comparison with other sections. Significantly, as
we anticipated, the introduction is the move which
has most frequently been found to be articulated in
sub-moves (Bittencourt dos Santos 1996; Martin
Martin 2003; Samraj 2004). Studying the fields of

conservation biology and wildlife behaviour, Samraj
(2004) showed how differences in the articles” intro-
ductions were echoed back in the abstracts’ intro-
ductions.

On the other hand, some moves can be under-
represented — at least relative to the researcher’s ex-
pectations — especially when two are concentrated in
a single sentence, without any typographical separa-
tion. This phenomenon is referred to as “embedding
of moves” in the literature. The methodology move
is the section most often embedded in other moves,
contained in either the introduction or the results
sections, across different disciplines including: ap-
plied linguistics (Binttencourt dos Santos 1996),
medicine (Anderson & MacLean 1997), experimen-
tal phonetics and psychology (Martin Martin 2003),
wildlife behaviour and conservation biology (Samraj
2002), and others (Hyland 2000). In Anderson &
MacLean’s study, the methodology was rarely pre-
sented in an independent sentence, rather it was
embedded either in the introduction, (usually fol-
lowing the pattern “to determine... we did...”), or
in the results section. Results and discussion moves
can also be embedded (Bittencourt dos Santos,
1996).

2.1.3 Sequence

Some linguists argue that, if one wants to enhance
readability and simplify the readers’ comprehension
process, the IMRAD pattern should be followed in
its logical sequence, and each section should be visu-
alized as a single paragraph (Salager-Meyer 1990,
1991). However, research shows that authors, in
many cases, don’t live up to readers’ expectations of
sequence. ESP researchers observe several cases in
which the desired sequence is not followed. They de-
scribe these aberrations, which may occur in con-
junction, as “reversal of moves” and “recycling of
moves.”

Reversal of moves occurs when some moves pre-
cede those the reader expects. The abstract might
not open with an introduction or a statement of
purpose, as one would expect, but instead, opens by
explaining the methodology (Bittencourt dos Santos
1996; Martin Martin 2003), or with a statement of
results (Espinoza Mufioz 2000). Salager-Meyer
(1990) found that the sequence of moves in medical
abstracts could vary according to the type of re-
search: in research papers the conclusion tended to
precede the results, while in review papers the results
tended to precede the purpose.
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Move-recycling occurs when the same move is di-
vided over other sections. In Salager-Meyer’s corpus
(1990) results moves were sometimes split into two
parts, separated by the conclusions. Anderson &
MacLean (1997) noticed that move-recycling oc-
curred with a high frequency in their sub-corpus of
biochemistry abstracts (in 14 abstracts out of 20), in
which experimental procedures and findings alter-
nated in the sequence MRMR. They hypothesized
that this structure was a peculiarity of the field.

Variations in the composition of moves are also
found in conference abstracts. The omission of
moves seems to be a more acute phenomenon in this
type of abstract. Bolivar (1999) observed that, in her
corpus of 207 linguistic items, the complete struc-
ture IMRC (an alternative for IMRAD, where C
stands for “conclusions”) was never followed in its
entirety. On the other hand, Garcia-Calvo (1999)
noted a difference between linguistics abstracts and
bioscience abstracts: between 52% and 60% of the
former had a three-section pattern (introduction,
methodology, and discussion), while between 54%
and 60% of the latter had all 4 sections. However,
each group of abstracts showed different patterns of
preference, the results usually being given greater
emphasis in biosciences than in linguistics, and the
introduction invariably having an important place in
the abstracts of all knowledge fields.

Kaplan at al. (1994) studied a corpus of 294 con-
ference abstracts in applied linguistics, including ac-
cepted abstracts, rejected abstracts, and abstracts
termed “alternate.” The macro-structural analysis re-
vealed that the introduction was the most common
move, followed by the methodology. The accepted
abstracts revealed a slight tendency to include the
methodology and the result sections.

2.1.4 Scientific field and/or cultural and linguistic
differences

The differences in move structure referred to above
may be explained by the type of research, the scien-
tific community targeted, and the author’s culture
and language. The structure and content of abstracts
presented for admission to conferences can also de-
pend on the stage reached in the underlying research,
on its type (theoretical or experimental, for exam-
ple), and on the type of discourse implied by the
congress in question (workshops, plenary confer-
ences, or poster presentations) (Bolivar 1999). Ac-
cording to Bolivar, the implication of the underlying
research would also explain the high incidence of

omissions of moves in this type of abstract, assum-
ing that when the abstract is written the research
may not yet have been completed. On the other
hand, editorial prescriptions for writing abstracts
seem to have no influence on writers’ choices
(Hyland 2000, 75; Lépez-Arroyo 2001, 517-518).

The review article has proved to be difficult to ad-
just to the IMRAD pattern (Busch-Lauer 1995, Sal-
ager-Meyer 1990, 1991). In addition, abstracts of re-
view articles and case studies distinguish moves in a
different way from experimental abstracts (Huckin
2002).

Depending on the targeted scientific community,
the rhetorical structure of the abstract may diverge
from the standard pattern. Stotesbury (2003) noted
that 100 abstracts from different humanity disci-
plines, notably literary disciplines, manifested the
structural pattern Topic — Argument — Conclusion,
and not the IMRAD pattern found in the natural and
social sciences. In Hyland’s corpus, humanities and
social science writers preferred the sequence Intro-
duction-Purpose-Product, while physicists and engi-
neers showed a preference for the pattern Purpose-
Method-Product (2000, 68-70). Samraj (2002) noted
subtle variations in the rhetorical structure used in
conservation biology and wildlife behaviour ab-
stracts, notably in the opening and ending sections.
Introductions tended to be longer in conservation
biology. Conclusions, on the contrary, took the form
of recommendations for management actions in con-
servation biology, and of implications of the results
in wildlife behaviour. Differences were also identified
in the weight of each move: results in wildlife be-
haviour occupied from 33% to 86% of the text,
while in conservation biology all moves tended to be
represented in a more balanced fashion.

The degree of divergence from the IMRAD pat-
tern, in terms of variations affecting single moves
and their weight and sequence, is probably directly
proportional to the maturity of the field (Melander
et al. 1994; Samraj 2002, 2004). Melander et al. com-
pared abstracts of three disciplines (biology, linguis-
tics, and medicine) written by Swedish and American
authors, finding a great homogeneity only in biology
abstracts. These biology abstracts, whether in Eng-
lish (written by Americans or Swedes), or in Swed-
ish, presented common features. Remarkably, they
took the form of the experimental-method schema,
and contained a striking absence of persuasive de-
vices. In the authors’ interpretation, this trait of bi-
ology abstracts (in comparison to the abstracts of
linguistics and medicine), hinges upon the maturity
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of the field. In mature fields such as biology, scien-
tists see novelty and interest by themselves, without
needing to be persuaded. Consequently, these ab-
stracts may be characterized by the absence, on a
rhetorical level, of persuasive elements in terms of
“tacitness” or “taciturnity” (novelty is not stated ex-
plicitly). The same conclusion was reached by Samraj
(2002, 2004), when she compared conservation biol-
ogy, a relatively new area of research, to wildlife be-
haviour, a more mature field.

The claim that variations of moves may depend on
cultural differences has been voiced by Busch-Lauer
(1995), Melander et al. (1994), Von Staa (1999),
Lépez-Arroyo (2001), and Martin Martin (2003). In
a comparative study of 60 English and German
medical abstracts, for instance, Busch-Lauer (1995)
noted that in the abstracts written in German a
statement of the problem area was often substituted
for the purpose move. Almost half of the German
abstracts omitted the conclusion, but when it was in-
cluded, it tended to be more lengthy (occupying
18.0% of the text) than in the English abstracts
(11.6%). Martin Martin (2003), comparing Spanish
and English abstracts, noted that the Spanish ab-
stracts more frequently omitted the results section,
did not always include the four required sections
and, in some instances, did not follow the expected
sequence of moves. In the medical sub-field of car-
diology, Lépez-Arroyo observed that weight given
to moves was related to the language (2001, 520-
525): American abstracts tended to focus on the ap-
plication of the research, thus stressing the results,
while the Spanish authors emphasised the premises
and the justification for the study being undertaken,
thus stressing the introduction. Such differences
were noticeable even in the abstracts translated from
one language to the other: authors translating into
Spanish or into English made an effort to adapt to
the target culture, but still retained some of their
idiosyncrasies. Spanish and American writers also
differed in their terminology. In the American ab-
stracts the disorder in question was always referred
to by the same term, where it was referred to in vary-
ing terms in the Spanish abstracts.

Melander et al. (1994) interpreted the use of deic-
tic elements, such as the, these or this, as revealing
significant differences between Swedish and Ameri-
can authors. Referring to the underlying research,
Swedish authors tended to use the, thus seeing it as
standing alone, while American authors used this or
these, thus implying that both the article and the ab-
stract were part of the same publishing effort. Ac-

cording to Melander et al., producing an abstract is
an indispensable task in a competitive academic envi-
ronment like the American, whereas it is optional in
the Swedish university community. Fewer authors
compete for publication in Sweden, and the mere
name of an author is enough to draw attention.

In conference abstracts, too, there are differences
relating to culture and discipline (Andersson &
Gunnarsson 1995; Garcfa-Calvo 1999). In Garcfa-
Calvo’s study, English abstracts devoted more words
to the discussion sections than those written in
Spanish. Biosciences abstracts devoted more space
than linguistics abstracts to the results section and
less to the discussion or conclusion section. His ex-
planation was that the difference might be due to the
fact that the major incidence of quantitative studies
in the biosciences makes a discussion or a conclusion
unnecessary, because the mere presence of numerical
data can be persuasive enough.

2.2 Stylistic and discoursal features of abstracts
2.2.1 Move signalling

In genre analysis, researchers also highlight the lin-
guistic features (words, phrases, verb tenses and
moods, etc.) that characterise each move and the
transition from one move to another. In this sense,
abstract writers” choices are apparently limited, tend-
ing to include a restricted number of verbs and
nouns, and might be influenced by the topic of the
research rather than by the constraints of the struc-
ture (Kaplan et al. 1994).

All of the moves, especially the purpose or intro-
duction, and the results and the conclusions, typi-
cally have a core of high-frequency verbs and nouns;
strong preferences in terms of verb tense, mood, and
voice; and sometimes syntactical structures, such as
the “to + INFINITIVE” structure followed by a de-
scription of the method (Anderson & MacLean
1997). Verb tense and mood can depend on the
adopted approach. In the introductions included in
the Bittencourt dos Santos’ corpus, the present tense
was employed when the genre was indicated (paper,
article — for instance), the past tense when the type
of inquiry was mentioned (study, investigation, ex-
amination, experiment, analysis, or survey), while
the past tense and modals dominated when a hy-
pothesis was raised (1996).

Methodology and results moves are signalled by a
switch from the present to the past tense (Anderson
& MacLean 1997), often in combination with a de-

https://dol.org/10.5771/0843-7444-2005-2-64 - am 13.01.2026, 10:32:05. https://wwwinlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - [( Iumm—


https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2005-2-64
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb

72

Knowl. Org. 32(2005)No.2

Michela Montesi, and Blanca Gil Urdiciain. Recent Linguistic Research into Author Abstracts

cided prevalence of the passive voice in different dis-
ciplines (Busch-Lauer’s 1995; Bittencourt dos Santos
1996; Pérez Ruiz 2001; Martin Martin 2003).
Huckin (2002) observed that in the results the pre-
sent tense was preferred to the past when the article
reported on a case study or a review.

Finally, what seems to mark strikingly the transi-
tion from results to conclusion is the verb tense
change from the past to the present, combined, in
some cases, with the use of modal verbs such as
“may,” “might,” “could,” etc. (Anderson & MacLean
1997, Samraj 2002). Modals seem to be especially
common in introductions, conclusions and recom-
mendations (Pérez Ruiz 2001, 462-467).

Different preferences for verb tense, mood or
voice can depend on the discipline (Garcfa-Calvo
1999; Pérez Ruiz 2001), as well as on the language
(Valero Garcés & Calle Martinez 1997). In confer-
ence abstracts moves appear to be characterised in a
very similar way. Kaplan et al. (1994), however,
noted some distinguishing features in the introduc-
tion, like the future tense and the presence of ques-
tions.

2.2.2 Metadiscourse

Along with the stylistic signals distinctive of each
move, research also takes into account specific as-
pects of the scientific discourse, such as “metadis-
course.” According to Vande Kopple (1985), meta-
discourse refers to those elements of the text that do
not add anything to its propositional content, but
help “readers organize, classify, interpret, evaluate,
and react to such material.” Common manifestations
of metadiscourse are text connectives such as “first,”
“next,” “in the first place,” etc., or illocution mark-
to sum up,” etc.
Among the expressions of metadiscourse in ab-
stracts, ESP researchers study especially the personal
pronouns “I” and “we,” as well as phrases used in

» <«

ers, such as “I hypothesize that,

place of those such as “the authors” (Busch-Lauer
1995). In conference abstracts, the use of the pro-
noun “we” instead of “I” is related to the acceptance
of abstracts (Kaplan et al. 1994). In comparative ap-
proaches, on the other hand, “I” seems to be used
more frequently in English than in Spanish (Garcia-
Calvo, 1999).

One specific aspect of metadiscourse is “hedges,”
or all the “linguistic means used to indicate either a)
a lack of complete commitment to the truth value of
an accompanying proposition, or b) a desire not to
express that commitment categorically” (Hyland

1998, 1). Modal verbs, for example, are common de-
vices for “hedging” statements in scientific dis-
course. In abstracts, hedges are concentrated mostly
in introductions or in conclusions (Busch-Lauer
1995); however, their distribution as well as their in-
cidence can vary depending on either the scientific
field or the writer’s culture (Martin Martin & Bur-
gess 2004). Stotesbury (2003) found that hedges
tended to appear in the background section of hu-
manities and natural sciences abstracts, while they
tended to occur in the result or conclusion sections
of social sciences abstracts. The distribution of
hedges can be different in two related fields also.
Samraj (2002) found that in wildlife behaviour ab-
stracts hedges were gathered mainly in the conclu-
sions, but tended to be spread all over the body of
the text in conservation biology abstracts. Compara-
tive studies have demonstrated that English authors
use more hedges than Spanish authors (Martin
Martin 2003).

2.2.3 Propositional organization

According to linguists, propositional organization of
abstracts can be influential in readability. Syntactical
complexity, in particular, which refers to the number
and nature (paratactic or hypotactic) of the connec-
tions among clauses, seems to have a role in text
comprehension, although such a role has not yet
been precisely defined. In Martin Martin’s compara-
tive study of English and Spanish abstracts in the
field of phonetics (2001), Spanish abstracts were
more syntactically complex than their counterparts
in English, since they had a larger number of clauses.
Kaplan et al. confirm the idea that syntactical com-
plexity is received positively by academic audiences.
In their study, abstracts with fewer and longer main
clauses were more likely to be accepted, and so were
abstracts with a greater number of dependent
clauses, suggesting a pattern of foregrounding/back-
grounding of ideas in the effective texts. Successful
abstracts also had a greater number of propositions
(on the average 20 versus 17).

2.3 Evaluation

The syntactical organisation of abstracts is also stud-
ied as a means for expressing evaluation. “That-
clauses” are reckoned as strategic devices that au-
thors use to evaluate different aspects of the research
(Hyland & Tse 2004). These clauses allow the writer
to open the sentence with the evaluation in subject

https://dol.org/10.5771/0843-7444-2005-2-64 - am 13.01.2026, 10:32:05. https://wwwinlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - [( Iumm—


https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2005-2-64
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb

Knowl. Org. 32(2005)No.2

73

Michela Montesi, and Blanca Gil Urdiciain. Recent Linguistic Research into Author Abstracts

position, and to emphasize the notional subject
which is moved (“extraposed”) to the end of the
sentence. For example, in the sentence “We believe
that more attention should be given to evaluative
language,
ject “extraposed” to the end of the sentence. Hyland
& Tse found that that-clauses occurred 5.5 times per
1,000 words, and in 1.2 cases per single text. That-

» «

evaluative language” is the notional sub-

clauses were used to evaluate — firstly, the author’s
own findings, and, then, the findings of previous
studies — the statements of the research goals and the
methods, and the models and theories authors had
drawn on in their research.

Evaluation can also be achieved in other ways.
Stotesbury (2003) recognized different instances of
evaluation in a corpus of 300 abstracts from various
branches of knowledge, as reported in Table 2.

manities abstracts, which also frequently showed the
prefix “re-” “in the evaluative sense of re-examining,
reinterpreting, reconstructing, recasting the prob-
lem.” Similarly, claims of significance in Hyland’s
corpus were achieved through words like “benefit,”
“novelty,” “importance,” and “interest;” however,
hard science writers insisted on novelty and benefit,
while soft science writers drew on the notion of im-
portance (2000, p. 76).

The introduction section is often the place in
which authors stress the importance of the topic
dealt with (Hyland 2000, 75). In point of fact,
Martin Martin & Burgess (2004) found that most in-
stances of academic criticism — which is understood
by them as the criticism of other members of the
writer’s scientific community — occurred in the in-
troduction and in the conclusion sections. In their

Humanities Social sciences Natural sciences
Evaluative lexis: 15 7 6
Evaluative adverbs: 3 1 1
The structure “x is y”: 4 6 2
Nouns: 3 13 4
Evaluative verbs: 5 7 2

Table 2. Instances of evaluative devices per 100 words of abstracts in Stotesbury’s research

Acttributes and adverbs were twice as common in
humanities and social sciences as in natural sciences,
and, particularly, in the background and introductory
sections of the abstracts. The “x is y” structure was
usually employed, typically in social science ab-
stracts, to indicate that a finding was positive, inter-
esting or important. Evaluative nouns and verbs were
notably common in social sciences abstracts, perhaps
because such research deals with “problems.” In gen-
eral, evaluation in the humanities and in the social
sciences took a more explicit “attitudinal” form,
while natural scientists employed mainly intensifiers
and comparators. Common moves for evaluation
were those indicating a gap in knowledge or express-
ing counterclaims (background and introduction), as
well as those reporting findings in relation to previ-
ous research or claims of new knowledge (conclu-
sions). Gaps were indicated by lexical items such as
little, few, not much, fail, etc. or negations in general,
while claims of new knowledge were supported by
attributes like new, novel, innovative, alternative, etc.
The word “new” was especially common in the hu-

study, criticism was realized differently in Spanish
abstracts than in English abstracts. In the former, it
tended to be personal and direct, e.g. indicating the
name of the persons criticised and avoiding hedges,
while in the latter it tended to be impersonal and in-
direct, 1.e. it referred to general areas of research and
also resorted to hedges.

2.4 Lexical choices

Martin Martin (2001, 2003a), following the work of
Gibson (1993), measured lexical density and lexical
variation in a corpus or 30 English and Spanish ab-
stracts in the field of phonetics. He defined lexical
density as the proportion of lexical items — such as
fog,” and “ice” — as opposed to
grammatical items such as “the,” “only,” “that,”
“ever,” etc. Lexical variation was defined as the fre-

» <«

“real,” “accident,

quency with which lexical items repeat in the text.
His assumption was that a good abstract should
show a high score of both lexical density and lexical
variation, since it has to offer wide and diversified in-
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formation. Results revealed that English abstracts
had higher levels of both lexical density and varia-
tion, even though the difference in comparison to
Spanish abstracts was not significant.

The high occurrence of abbreviations, jargon, and
acronyms was noted by both Kaplan et al. (1994)
and Hyland (2000), who interpret them in different
ways. For Kaplan et al. such occurrences are counter-
intuitive, given the requirements of brevity, while for
Hyland those same occurrences provide proof that
the author is familiar with the topic. Inasmuch as
jargon, acronyms, abbreviations, and some forms of
citations demonstrate the author’s “insider status,”
showing familiarity with the research area, and en-
hancing the function of the abstract to promote the
research to an academic audience (Faber 1996). Au-
thors may prove their “inner status” to the other
members of their scientific community through use
of terminology as well as in other ways. Berkenkot-
ter & Huckin observe that successful abstracts sub-
mitted to a conference in rhetoric and compositions
had the following characteristics: the abstracts 1) re-
flected a topic of current interest; 2) defined a prob-
lem; 3) analyzed the problem from a new perspec-
tive; and, 4) “projected more of an insider ethos
through the use of terminology, special topoi, and/or

explicit or implicit references to scholarly literature”
(1995, 102).

2.5 Readability

ESP researchers often comment on which stylistic
and rhetorical choices are the most adequate for en-
hancing the readability of abstracts, often including
an analysis of the linguistic and cultural perspective.
Lépez-Arroyo (2001, 412), for instance, comments
that, in general terms, the Spanish medical abstracts
she studied seemed easier to understand than the
American abstracts, because the Spanish abstracts
stressed the common knowledge existing between
the writer and the potential readers and also made
use of explicit semantic relations to identify the dis-
order studied. Pérez Ruiz (2001), on the other hand,
considers English abstracts more readable than Span-
ish because they use explicit connectors instead of
implicit ones. Busch-Lauer (1995) stresses that
translation may entail a deterioration of readability.
On a terminological level, Webber (1996) points out
that metaphors can hinder readers’ comprehension,
especially younger readers, but in her corpus only a
few metaphors were detected.

3. Discussion and Conclusion

Results achieved by genre analysis make it possible
to define different features of abstracts depending on
the scientific field, the author’s cultural background,
and the targeted context (conference abstracts or ab-
stracts accompanying an article). Awareness of such
features may guide the information professional
wishing to revise or otherwise make use of certain
types of abstracts. The research findings confirm
that abstracts may be used for other documentary
purposes such as subject analysis or indexing. In so
doing, the information professionals must bear in
mind that the rhetorical features linguists have set
out so far are: 1) restricted to certain scientific do-
mains and to limited corpora, and thus susceptible to
errors by extension; and 2) based on methods that
are, to some extent, subjective and intuitive.

Another important factor is that ESP researchers
often use the same analytical tools for abstracts as
for scientific literature in general and research arti-
cles in particular. For instance, they recognise in the
abstracts they study not only the four main moves
that distinguish research article structure, but also
further sub-moves within these. This is probably due
to the fact that authors of abstracts do not yet have a
clear concept of the functions the abstract should
serve, and therefore write abstracts as they would
any other scientific text. Authors might simply give
precedence to a sole function, i.e. that of convincing
a busy audience that their particular article is worth
reading. Whatever the case, this confirms the short-
comings of using one academic genre for all knowl-
edge organization purposes. Lancaster has pointed
out that “abstracts for reading” by humans and “ab-
stracts for searching” by machines differ in terms of
synonyms, length, negative references, punctuation
and syntax (2003, 129-130). Linguistic research into
abstracts indicates that most such shortcomings
must be attributed to the pragmatic functions that
author abstracts serve in the academic environment
where they are produced.

It is noteworthy that some aspects of the varia-
tions described by linguists can be linked to research
conducted in information science. For example, this
is the case for all of the variations attributable to re-
search type and discipline. The fact that structure
and other features of abstracts can be influenced by
the type of research conducted is acknowledged by
Hartley (2000b) and Mulrow et al. (1988) each of
whom discusses specific guidelines for abstracting
review papers in medical publications. Similarly,
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Tibbo has shown that the recommendations included
in the international standards on abstracts (ANSI/
NISO 739.14-1997, ISO 214-1976) apply neither to
historical literature nor to discourse in the humani-
ties in general (1992, 1993). ESP literature on ab-
stracts reinforces these conclusions and offers fur-
ther arguments in their support.

On a broader level, the several factors of variation
described by ESP researchers confirm that episte-
mology, pragmatism, language and culture have dif-
ferential impacts on the way authors write and struc-
ture their abstracts. If the composition of docu-
ments mirrors unconscious epistemological norms
within each research community (Hjerland 1998),
then it may also have repercussions in IR. Hjerland
has insisted on various occasions (2001, 2002, 2003)
on the necessity for IS to take into account the epis-
temological peculiarities of scientific domains and
the social dimension of research and knowledge,
which also imply culture, language and the sense of
purpose of the different scientific communities. To
give an example, we can say that through author ab-
stracts it is possible to get an idea of what each scien-
tific community considers interesting and important,
and, thus, to infer elements that contribute to the
definition of the subject or the aboutness of docu-
ments. In fact, issues of import and interest to a sci-
entific community as transmitted through published
or accepted abstracts are not exclusively author-
related, since published or accepted articles imply a
degree of inter-subjective agreement within a scien-
tific community. Another example can be found in
the terminological choices of the American and the
Spanish medical authors studied by Lépez-Arroyo
(2001). The preference expressed by the American
authors for a single term for the same disorder may
require a different documentary treatment than the
multi-terminological preference of the Spanish au-
thors. Such differences may have consequences in IR
when these same authors, acting as users of informa-
tion services, search the literature. In short, ESP lit-
erature on author abstracts offers several hints that
help identify what different scientific communities
consider important, interesting and necessary, and
how those communities express these orientations.

ESP literature may provide an answer to the main
problem posed to IS by author abstracts, i.e. their
tendency towards bias. ESP research has confirmed
that: “abstracts are actually heavily rhetorical,” be-
cause “writers have to clearly demonstrate that they
have something worthwhile to say to gain the interest
of the reader” (Hyland and Tse 2004, 126). What is

new in the ESP studies is that they show clearly what
devices authors use to promote their articles, and
how they achieve such bias linguistically. The studies
by Stotesbury and by Hyland and Tse about evalua-
tion in abstracts referred to above demonstrate that
authors nearly always have recourse to evaluative de-
vices for assessing their own research. Hyland and Tse
demonstrated how evaluation can be achieved syntac-
tically, disguised in a common syntactical structure
such as a “that-”clause. Even jargon, abbreviations,
references to previous literature, and terminology
may serve the heavily pragmatic function of promot-
ing the author’s work when gatekeeping decisions
have to be made, such as when access to a conference
can be granted or denied. Therefore, all of these ele-
ments potentially contribute to bias in abstracts.
Thanks to this research, abstractors wishing to re-
move bias from an author abstract have more precise
clues available on what to look for and where.

In these final paragraphs we have discussed why
and how ESP research into abstracts can be useful in
IS. This discussion proves the need for IS students
and professionals to be aware of the main features of
author abstracts, in order to handle them profi-
ciently for revision, subject analysis, control of vo-
cabulary, and for the other uses that abstracts might
have in the organization of knowledge.
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