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The abstract is often the only part of the article that is read and is arguably the article’s most
important element. Thus, in this editorial, we examine the role of the abstract, discuss the quality
of abstracts using empirical research, and provide recommendations to authors, editors, and
publishers of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association for increasing
the quality of abstracts. We conclude that for all types of manuscripts, the abstract should
contain: theoretical framework/background, statement of the problem, purpose/objective/research
question/focus of study, conclusions, and implications and applicability to practice. We make
additional recommendations for 5 types of manuscripts. Suggestions for editors and publishers
include abstract submission recommendations (e.g., increased word length) and the endorsement
of structured abstracts.

What is expected from research? Generally, the
expectation is that research will increase what is
known and this knowledge can be used to improve
the quality of life (Greenwood & Maheady, 2001).
More specifically, educational research should “make
a difference in what students learn, what teachers
know, and how they teach” (Greenwood & Maheady,
2001, p. 334). Some educators have questioned the
value that educational research has for practice
(Greenwood & Maheady, 2001). As noted by
Greenwood and Maheady (2001), “Unfortunately for
classroom teachers, many education researchers see
the role of research to be advancing theory rather
than knowledge application” (p. 336). In the same
vein, many practitioners do not fully understand how
they can use research in their professions
(Greenwood & Maheady, 2001).
The problem of translating research into
meaningful information that can be used in practice
(i.e., the research-to-practice gap) is not a new
dilemma. Great difficulty often exists in ensuring
important research findings reach practitioners who

might be able to apply the findings (Ad Hoc Working
Group for Critical Appraisal of the Medical
Literature, 1987; Haynes, Mulrow, Huth, Altman, &
Gardner, 1990; Hayward et al., 1993; Huth, 1987;
Kulkarni, 1996; Mosteller, Nave, & Miech, 2004;
Murray, 2009; Proctor, 2004; Tramer, 2001). Thus,
the research-to-practice gap results in a substantial
amount of research findings that are unknown and/or
unused by those persons in the field (Murray, 2009).
In the English language alone, more than 20,000
articles are published in more than 1,000 education
journals each year (Miech, Nave, & Mosteller, 2005;
Mosteller et al., 2004). This deluge of information
that grows exponentially over time has consequences
for those individuals who want to keep pace with the
ever-increasing
literature
base
(Daniel
&
Onwuegbuzie, 2007; Rosen, Greenberg, Stone,
Olchanski, & Neumann, 2005). Meich et al. (2005)
suggested a threefold requirement for research-topractice: (a) Practitioners must have access to
research (e.g., bibliographic databases), as well as the
(b) time and (c) inclination to sort through potential
references of interest. It is within this threefold
context that a “bottleneck” is created which blocks
the dissemination of research to practitioners (Miech
et al., 2005, p. 397). If practitioners get past the first
roadblock (i.e., access), then they must be inclined to
sort through often-limited information provided
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through bibliographic databases on the potential
volumes of studies related to their topics of interest.
For full-text articles that are retrieved, practitioners
then are faced with combing through what are often
studies that are written for a technical and not a
practitioner audience (Miech et al., 2005; Murray,
2009).
Purpose of Editorial
The purpose of this editorial first is to examine
the role of the abstract specifically within the context
of how the abstract might be contributing to the
research-practice gap. Next, we discuss the quality of
abstracts using results of research conducted by
Hahs-Vaughn and Onwuegbuzie (2010). Finally, we
provide recommendations for increasing the quality
of abstracts, including suggestions for authors as well
as for editors and the publishers of the Publication
Manual of the American Psychological Association
(APA), hereafter referred to as the Publication
Manual.
The Role of the Abstract
A number of factors contribute to the gap
between research and practice. One such factor might
be the construction of abstracts of articles with
inadequate format and content, which might prevent
wider dissemination and use of research (Miech et
al., 2005). The abstract is a key element within an
article. As stated in the sixth edition of the
Publication Manual (APA, 2010),
An abstract is a brief, comprehensive summary
of the contents of the article; it allows readers to
survey the contents of an article quickly and, like
a title, it enables persons interested in the
document to retrieve it from abstracting and
indexing databases… A well prepared abstract
can be the most important single paragraph in an
article. Most people have their first contact with
an article by seeing just the abstract, usually in
comparison with several other abstracts, as they
are doing a literature search. Readers frequently
decide on the basis of the abstract whether to
read the entire article. The abstract needs to be
dense in information. (pp. 26-27)
Although
requirements
for
formatting
publications vary from journal to journal, consistent
elements of published manuscripts include the title of
the publication, the name of author(s) and
institutional affiliation(s), abstract, and body of the
article. Ideally, the abstract should inform readers in
determining whether reading an entire article is
relevant to the need at hand (Dupuy, Khosrotehrani,
Lebbe, Rybojad, & Morel, 2003). The information
contained within the abstract is critical because it
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might be the only part of an article, with the
exception of the name of the author(s) and article
title, that is publicly accessible through computerized
bibliographic databases (Haynes et al., 1990; Miech
et al., 2005; Mosteller et al., 2004). Additionally, and
perhaps partly because of its accessibility, in reality,
the abstract is often the only component of an article
that many people read (Editors, 2004; Haynes et al.,
1990). Thus, the abstract is arguably the most
important element in an article (Editors, 2004; Pitkin,
Branagan, & Burmeister, 1999). As such, it is critical
that the abstract conveys the key elements of the
article so that the reader can both interpret it and
determine its applicability to practice (Rosen et al.,
2005). As the editor for the British Medical Journal
stated,
In practice, I suspect, most readers are content to
read a paper’s title and abstract, casting an eye
over the remaining sections. The abstract, then,
has a pivotal role…in being able to stand on its
own as a packet of information. (Lock, 1988, p.
156)
Not only is it important that the abstract contain all
the key elements of the published article, but these
elements should reflect accurately the work
conducted (Pitkin et al., 1999). Unfortunately, the
quality of abstracts varies, with many abstracts
providing little valuable information and some even
providing misleading information (Altman &
Gardner, 1987; Daniel & Onwuegbuzie, 2007; Pitkin
et al., 1999).
Quality of Abstracts
Although some research exists in which the
accuracy of abstracts in published research has been
examined (e.g., Pitkin et al., 1999), little is known
about the quality of abstracts
contained in
manuscripts that are originally submitted for
consideration for publication. Until recently, no
researcher has rigorously examined the quality of
abstracts among manuscripts submitted for possible
publication to a journal. To this end, Hahs-Vaughn
and Onwuegbuzie (2010) conducted a mixed research
study examining 74 manuscripts representing
empirical (i.e., quantitative, qualitative, or mixed)
research studies submitted to Research in the Schools
(RITS) over a 2-year period. These manuscripts
represented more than 50% of all the manuscripts
(i.e., empirical, theoretical, review, methodological)
submitted to the journal over this period.
For each of the submitted manuscripts,
information provided in the abstracts was examined.
More specifically, all 74 empirical research
manuscripts were classified according to whether
they contained each of the five components specified
in the Publication Manual (APA, 2001), namely: (a)
xxxviii
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problem/purpose/objective/research question/focus of
study; (b) sample/population size/characteristics; (c)
method (e.g., data-gathering procedures, intervention,
research
design);
(d)
findings;
and
(e)
conclusions/implications/recommendations.
Abstracts that contained all five components
specified by APA (2001) were classified as
developed abstracts. Underdeveloped abstracts were
those abstracts missing at least one of the five
required APA elements. In addition, information on
the number of authors of each manuscript, gender of
the first author, type of institution to which the first
author belonged, and length of manuscript also was
gathered. Information presented in the abstract also
was compared to the information provided in the
body of the manuscript.
Of the 74 manuscripts reviewed, 11 manuscripts
were accepted for publication, 21 manuscripts were

provided the opportunity to be revised and
resubmitted, and 42 manuscripts were rejected with
no further option to be revised. Findings revealed that
a large proportion (i.e., 35 of the 74 manuscripts or
44.3%) of manuscripts submitted to RITS contained
an underdeveloped abstract (see Figure 1).
Approximately one half (51%) of the abstracts
contained errors of omission relating to the
sample/population size/characteristics, with the vast
majority of these abstracts omitting information
about the sample size and/or group sizes.
Approximately one third (31%) of the abstracts did
not
contain
information
about
the
problem/purpose/objective/research question/focus of
study. A small percentage of abstracts contained
insufficient information on the methods (9%) and/or
conclusions/implications/recommendations (6%).
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Figure 1. Frequency of omission in abstract (n = 35).
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A 2 (i.e., underdeveloped vs. developed abstract)
x 3 (accept vs. revise and resubmit vs. reject) chisquare test of association provided evidence of a
relationship between abstract quality and the
disposition of the manuscript. This relationship was
statistically significant, with a moderate-to-large
effect size (Cramer’s V = .40). Specifically, of the
manuscripts with developed abstracts, 28% were
accepted for publication and 49% were rejected. In
comparison, of the manuscripts with undeveloped
abstracts, no manuscript was accepted and 66% were
rejected. Nearly one fifth (17%) of the abstracts did
not have any research findings reported.
A series of chi-square tests of association and
independent samples t tests revealed that abstract
quality (i.e., underdeveloped vs. developed) was not
related to gender of the first author, type of institution
(i.e., Research I/Extensive vs. Research II/Extensive)
to which the first author belonged, number of authors
of the manuscript, and length of the manuscript.
Slightly more than one third (34%) of the
manuscripts contained information in the abstract
(e.g., purpose statement, sample size, sampling
scheme, group sizes, population, and findings) that
was not entirely consistent with the information
provided in the remainder of the manuscript.

quantitative studies. Reporting sample size for
qualitative studies also is important because it assists
the reader in understanding how many voices were
captured, and also allows the reader to determine
which of Onwuegbuzie, Slate, Leech, and Collins’
(2009) five types of generalizability is applicable,
namely, (a) external (statistical) generalizations (i.e.,
making generalizations, predictions, or inferences on
data yielded from a representative statistical [i.e.,
optimally random and large] sample to the population
from which the sample was drawn); (b) internal
(statistical)
generalizations
(i.e.,
making
generalizations, predictions, or inferences on data
obtained from one or more representative or elite
study participants [e.g., key informants, sub-sample
members] to the sample from which the participant(s)
was selected); (c) analytical generalizations (i.e.,
generalizing a particular set of results to some
broader theory; Yin, 2009); (d) case-to-case transfer
(i.e., making generalizations or inferences from one
case to another [similar] case; Miles & Huberman,
1994); and (e) naturalistic generalization (i.e.,
readers making generalizations entirely, or at least in
part, from their personal or vicarious experiences;
Stake & Trumbull, 1982). Even if one person
participated in a study, the author(s) should make
clear the sample size in the abstract.
It is also disconcerting that approximately one
third of abstracts failed to contain information on the
problem/purpose/objective/research question/study
focus because readers need this information to
determine the relevance of a manuscript. Almost one
fifth of the abstracts failed to contain any findings.
Indeed, this omission is especially disturbing for the
academic community at large, when considering the
research-to-practice gap. Failing to report the primary
findings of a study in an abstract likely will lead to
decreased dissemination to practitioners as well as to
policymakers and other key stakeholders (Miech et
al., 2005). Even more disturbing is the fact that
approximately one third of abstracts included
information that was at least partially inconsistent
with information in the remainder of the article. This
finding suggests the prevalence of a large percentage
of manuscripts submitted to RITS with insufficient
descriptive validity.
A moderate relationship was documented
between the quality of abstracts (i.e., underdeveloped
vs. developed abstracts) and the editorial decisions
made by the editor. More specifically, authors who
wrote abstracts that were missing vital information,
as suggested by APA (2001), were more than twice
as likely to have their manuscripts rejected than were
their counterparts. It might be anticipated, therefore,
that authors who write manuscripts with
underdeveloped abstracts (and therefore lack
attention to detail) might have additional flaws in

Conclusions
Based on the findings of Hahs-Vaughn and
Onwuegbuzie (2010), we have presented the
frequency of omission of the five APA recommended
elements in abstracts submitted to RITS, along with
results examining the extent to which editorial
decision, number of authors, gender, and Carnegie
Classification (The Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching, n.d.) predicted abstract
quality. Disturbingly, of the manuscripts submitted to
the RITS, a substantial proportion (44%) contained
underdeveloped abstracts. The abstract is an essential
and key component of an article because it is often
the only part of the article read and, along with the
title of the article, is often the only component of an
article accessible through bibliographic databases
(Editors, 2004).
In terms of omission errors, the most frequent
element excluded from an abstract was information
on the sample/population size/characteristics, with
approximately one half of the abstracts containing
this error. For quantitative studies, the lack of
reporting of sample sizes might be due to inadequate
statistical power, which is rampant in the social and
behavioral sciences (see, for e.g., Onwuegbuzie &
Leech, 2004). Regardless, because sample size plays
an important role in the rigor of a study (i.e., internal
validity and external validity), it is essential that the
sample size be reported in the abstract for
FALL 2009
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their manuscripts that lead to rejection. The lack of
relationship between the quality of abstracts and the
number of authors of a manuscript suggests that
manuscript co-authors are not being used efficiently
with respect to checking the representativeness and
accuracy of abstracts. Moreover, co-authored
manuscripts are just as likely to contain
underdeveloped abstracts as are single-authored
manuscripts. However, no statistically significant
differences were present in the quality of abstracts as
a function of gender of the lead author, which could
be considered a positive finding because it suggests
that no gender bias prevails in manuscripts submitted
to RITS.
It could be argued that the large proportion of
underdeveloped abstracts (i.e., 44.3%) among articles
submitted to RITS documented by Hahs-Vaughn and
Onwuegbuzie (2010) stemmed from the fact that this
journal is not considered to be a top-tier journal.
However, a preliminary analysis conducted by
Onwuegbuzie (2010) of a sample of articles
submitted to Educational and Psychological
Measurement (EPM), a top-tier journal, revealed that
the proportion of underdeveloped manuscripts was
48.0%. This proportion is even higher than that
observed for RITS, although not statistically
significantly higher (χ2[1] = 0.01, p > .05). The
findings of Onwuegbuzie (2010) pertaining to
manuscripts submitted to EPM adds incremental
validity to the results of Hahs-Vaughn and
Onwuegbuzie (2010), suggesting that the prevalence
of underdeveloped abstracts in manuscripts submitted
to journals might be a widespread problem regardless
of the tier of the journal.

APA manual provides specific recommendations for
constructing abstracts of empirical studies, literature
reviews or meta-analyses, theoretical articles,
methodological articles, and case studies (APA,
2010). For example, abstracts of empirical studies
should include: (a) a one-sentence statement of the
problem investigated; (b) relevant characteristics of
the participants of the study (e.g., gender, age, race in
the case of human subjects research); (c) key
elements of the methods; (d) basic findings including
effect sizes and confidence intervals and/or statistical
significance; and (e) conclusions and implications or
applicability. For literature reviews or meta-analyses,
the abstract should address: (a) problem; (b) criteria
for study inclusion; (c) type(s) of participants
included in the original studies; (d) primary findings
(including the key effect sizes and important
moderators of the effect size); (e) conclusions and
limitations; and (f) implications for theory, policy,
and/or practice. Abstracts of methodological articles
should include the following: (a) class of methods
being examined; (b) key features of the proposed
method; (c) range of application of the proposed
method; and (d) when statistical procedures are used,
essential elements of the procedures used (e.g.,
robustness or power). Theoretical articles should
have abstracts that detail: (a) the theory and/or the
principal on which the manuscript is based, and (b)
the phenomena for which the theory accounts and
linkages to empirical research. Case studies should
have abstracts that outline the following: (a) the
subject examined and characteristics of it, (b) nature
of or solution to a problem illustrated by the case
study, and (c) suggestions for future research (APA,
2010, pp. 25-26).
The recommendations in the Publication Manual
provide a good general framework for items to
include in a quality abstract. Miech et al. (2005) and
Mosteller et al. (2004) provided additional
recommendations that were originally proposed in
the context of structured abstracts but are quite
applicable to traditional abstracts as well. Further,
Miech et al. (2005) and Mosteller et al. (2004)
suggested the following should be included in an
abstract:
(a)
background/context,
(b)
purpose/objective/research question/focus of study,
(c) setting, (d) population/participants/subjects, (e)
intervention/program/practice, (f) research design, (g)
data collection and analysis, (h) findings/results, and
(i) conclusions/recommendations. Four of these
elements (i.e., background, purpose, research design,
and conclusions) are applicable to all articles, and the
remaining five elements (i.e., question of study,
setting, population, intervention, data collection, and
findings) are applicable only to some articles such as
research studies (Miech et al., 2005; Mosteller et al.,
2004).

Recommendations for Increased Abstract Quality
The findings of Hahs-Vaughn and Onwuegbuzie
(2010) and Onwuegbuzie (2010) suggest a number of
recommendations for increasing the quality of
abstracts, which we delineate in the following
sections. First, we present recommendations for
authors. Second, we provide recommendations for
editors and the publishers of the Publication Manual.
Recommendations for Authors
A well-written abstract is one that is accurate,
nonevaluative, coherent and readable, and concise
(APA, 2010). With respect to empirical studies,
authors should strive to be clear when describing the
research methodologies and statistical analyses
(Bangert & Baumberger, 2005). Daniel and
Onwuegbuzie (2007) recommended that authors
strictly follow the Publication Manual during
manuscript preparation. In line with this
recommendation, authors also should consult the
Publication Manual when composing abstracts. The
FALL 2009
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What we propose for inclusion in abstracts is a
combination of recommendations by APA, Miech et
al. (2005), and Mosteller et al. (2004). For all types
of manuscripts (including empirical research,
literature reviews/meta-analyses, methodological
studies, theoretical articles, and case studies), the
abstract should contain the following five elements:
(a) theoretical framework/background, (b) statement
of the problem, (c) purpose/objective/research
question/focus of study, (d) conclusions, and (e)
implications and applicability to practice.
Due to the diversity in manuscript genre (e.g.,
empirical
studies
vs.
theory-oriented
vs.
methodological), authors should include additional
components based on the type of manuscript written.
Recommendations for additional elements to address
in abstracts of empirical studies include a description
of the setting and participants, the intervention
implemented, essential features of the methods, and
key findings. The order in which these elements,
combined with the previously mentioned features,
should flow are as follows: (a) theoretical
framework/background; (b) statement of the problem;
(c) purpose/objective/research question/focus of
study; (d) relevant characteristics of the setting and
participants of the study, including sample/group
size(s); (e) intervention/program/practice; (f) key
elements of the methods (including research design);
(g) key findings/results, including effect sizes and
confidence intervals and statistical significance; (h)
conclusions; and (i) implications and applicability to
practice.
For literature reviews or meta-analyses, we
recommend that the abstract include the following
(this list includes the five aforementioned elements):
(a) theoretical framework/background, (b) statement
of the problem, (c) purpose/objective/research
question/focus of study, (d) criteria for study
inclusion, (e) relevant characteristics of the
participants of the primary studies, (f) essential
findings/results including key effect sizes and
moderators of the effects, (g) conclusions, and (h)
implications and applicability to practice.
Abstracts of theoretical articles should include
the following (the five aforementioned elements): (a)
theoretical framework/background, (b) statement of
the
problem,
(c)
purpose/objective/research
question/focus of study, (d) phenomena for which the
theory accounts, (e) conceptualization of how the
theory works, (f) conclusions, and (g) implications
and applicability to practice.
For methodological articles, the abstracts should
detail the following (this list includes the
aforementioned five elements): (a) theoretical
framework/background; (b) statement of the problem;
(c) purpose/objective/research question/focus of
study; (d) class of methods being examined; (e) key
FALL 2009

elements of the methods; (f) range of application of
the method proposed; (g) for quantitative statistical
procedures, how the methodology performs (e.g.,
robustness or power); (h) conclusions; and (i)
implications and applicability to practice. Including
the five features previously mentioned for all
abstracts, the abstracts of case studies should contain
the following: (a) theoretical framework/background,
(b)
statement
of
the
problem,
(c)
purpose/objective/research question/focus of study,
(d) relevant characteristics of the case study unit
(e.g., person[s] or group[s]), (e) key elements of the
methods, (f) key findings/results, (g) conclusions, and
(h) implications and applicability to practice.
Ensuring that these elements are included in an
article’s abstract likely will assist in improving the
quality of the abstracts by providing a concise
summary of the essential elements of the study. This
format will yield increased information to those
individuals who access it by delineating a framework
for the study and providing an adequate level of
detail to determine application. By doing so, authors
will more effectively inform those persons who will
actually use their research results to improve practice.
Recommendations for Editors and Publishers of the
Publication Manual
Editors play an important role in helping to
ensure that published articles offer high quality
abstracts for readers. One obvious recommendation
for editors is to educate those persons who review
manuscripts on the importance of evaluating
abstracts with the same rigor as they would review
the body of manuscripts. One way for editors to
motivate reviewers to critique abstracts rigorously is
by including one or more items on reviewer
checklists/rubrics. In addition, editors have power to
make manuscript submission recommendations.
Specifically considering recommendations for
abstracts, editors should consider increasing the word
length for abstracts. The previous Publication
Manual (APA, 2001) stated that abstracts “should not
exceed 120 words” (p. 13). The current Publication
Manual (APA, 2010) now simply states, “do not
exceed the abstract word limit of the journal to which
you are submitting your article. Word limits vary
from journal to journal and typically range from 150
to 250 words” (p. 27). We recommend extending the
word length even more, up to 400 words. Our
proposed length is aligned with the recommendations
of other researchers (Miech et al., 2005; Mosteller et
al., 2004). Allowing authors additional length for
abstracts is necessary to capture the key elements of a
manuscript in a comprehensive, but succinct, manner.
An additional consideration for both journal
editors and publishers of the Publication Manual is to
endorse structured abstracts. Structured abstracts are
xlii
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abstracts that have specific formatting and content
requirements (Haynes et al., 1990). Many researchers
have recommended the utilization of structured
abstracts to assist with increasing the effectiveness
and efficiency of research dissemination (Ad Hoc
Working Group for Critical Appraisal of the Medical
Literature, 1987; Hartley & Benjamin, 1998; Huth,
1987; Miech et al., 2005; Mosteller et al., 2004;
Trawinski, 1989). Structured abstracts are similar to
tables and figures. They have a specific structure,
offer a substantial amount of information in relatively
little space, and can be read and understood
independent of the manuscript (Mosteller et al.,
2004). (See the Appendix for an example of a
structured abstract created for this article using the
recommended features for an abstract detailing a
theoretical manuscript.) One very positive feature of
structured abstracts is the potential for authors to
describe format and content information that is
uniform from article to article (Ad Hoc Working
Group for Critical Appraisal of the Medical
Literature, 1987; Huth, 1987; Miech et al., 2005;
Trawinski, 1989). The recommendations we
proposed earlier for the content of traditional
abstracts could very easily be applied for formatting
structured abstracts. In any case, we hope that our
present editorial will motivate authors, journal
editors, and publishers of future Publication Manuals
to recognize the importance of comprehensive
abstracts for providing coherent and meaningful
summaries of concepts, theories, and findings to the
research community in general and to educational
stakeholders in particular and, as a result, assist in
bridging the research-to-practice gap.
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EDITORIAL: BRIDGING RESEARCH-TO-PRACTICE: ENHANCING KNOWLEDGE
THROUGH ABSTRACTS
Appendix
Example of a Structured Abstract for this Article (256 words)
Theoretical framework. The abstract is often the only part of the article that is read and is arguably the
article’s most important element. The abstract must convey the key elements of the article so that the reader can both
interpret it and determine its applicability to practice.
Statement of the problem. There is difficulty in ensuring important research findings reach practitioners
who might be able to apply them. Thus, a substantial amount of research findings are unknown and/or unused. The
quality of the abstract might be one problem in this research-to-practice gap.
Purpose of the editorial. The purpose of the editorial is to examine the role of the abstract, to discuss the
quality of abstracts using empirical research, to provide recommendations to authors, editors, and publishers of the
Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (APA) for increasing the quality of abstracts.
Phenomena for which the theory accounts. An important goal is to decrease the research-to-practice gap
through increased readability of abstracts.
Conceptualization of how the theory works. The quality of abstracts should increase for authors and editors
who adopt our recommendations. Consideration is sought for APA further to enhance recommendations for
presentation of abstracts.
Conclusions. The following should be detailed in the abstracts of all types of manuscripts: (a) theoretical
framework/background; (b) problem statement; (c) purpose/objective/research question/focus of study; (d)
conclusions; and (e) implications/applicability to practice. Additional recommendations were made for five specific
types of manuscripts.
Implications and applicability to practice. Ensuring that suggested elements are included in an article’s
abstract might assist in improving the quality of the abstracts and thereby provide increased information to those
who access it, with research results more effectively reaching practitioners.
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