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The Research Article Abstract in Social Sciences 
and Its Promotional Function

Tereza Malčíková

Abstract

The present paper examines research article abstracts in social sciences. It introduces the research 
article abstract as a genre and investigates its rhetorical structure. Furthermore, it focuses on the 
promotional function of abstracts and the rhetorical strategies used to perform this function. A total 
of eighty abstracts selected from six social science journals were analyzed. The results showed that 
the pattern which occurred in the majority of abstracts was P–M–R (Purpose–Methods–Results).  
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1  Introduction
The abstract seems to play a marginal role in academic discourse, in comparison with such 
genres as the research article or the textbook. However, the abstract continues to gain in 
importance, which is reflected in the rapidly growing quantity of academic literature exa-
mining the genre. One of the reasons for the increased attention now devoted to abstracts 
is the need for rapid orientation within a wide range of academic publications – nowadays 
it is almost impossible for an individual to read all the new texts concerning his/her field 
of study. Another reason may be the fact that an abstract is often the key factor in deciding 
whether it is worth reading the entire research article. In fact, the relationship between the 
abstract and the article has been described in terms of “news value”, and an analogy has 
been drawn between research articles and newspaper articles. The typical textual structure 
of news stories is the so-called inverted pyramid, which is organized according to the top-
-down principle of relevance, with the most important information put first. Thus a head-
line and a lead (in a newspaper) could have a similar function to a title and an abstract (in a 
research article), since they are read first and should contain significant information about 
the subsequent text (Bondi 164).
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The present paper is based on the findings contained in my Master thesis, which dealt 
with the rhetorical structure of research article abstracts in social sciences. The paper intro-
duces the research article abstract as a genre (or a part-genre). It also focuses on the promo-
tional function of abstracts; specifically, it aims to describe different rhetorical strategies 
used by authors to gain readers’ interest and acceptance, and to persuade them to read the 
article. The paper also questions the somewhat stereotypical notion of the impersonality of 
academic writing (for the myth of impersonality, see Hyland 2002).

2  The research article abstract as a genre
The abstract is considered to be an independent genre with a distinct communicative pur-
pose. Bhatia states that “the research article abstract is a recognizable genre and has emer-
ged as a result of a well-defined and mutually-understood communicative purpose that 
most abstracts fulfil, irrespective of the subject-discipline they serve” (Bhatia, 1993, 77).  
It is referred to as a research-process genre (Swales, 1990), or as an independent discourse 
(van Dijk). However, we cannot entirely separate an abstract from the text with which it 
is associated, especially in the case of research article abstracts. After all, according to the 
Merriam-Webster dictionary, the word “abstract” comes from the Latin “abstractus” and 
is defined as “something that summarizes or concentrates the essentials of a larger thing 
or several things.”1 Therefore, the nature of the abstract as a genre is well demonstrated by 
Hyland, who observes that “abstracts have been considered in the literature as an indepen-
dent discourse, but one which functions as a ‘representation’ (Bazerman 58), a ‘distilla-
tion’ (Swales, 1990, 179), a ‘crystallization’ (Salager-Meyer 367) or a ‘summary’ (Kaplan 
et al. 405) of an associated text” (Hyland, 2004, 64). 

There are various definitions of abstracts, each highlighting a different aspect of this 
genre. Many of them emphasize that the abstract is a ‘summary’ of a larger text. Bhatia, 
for example, understands it as “a description or factual summary of the much longer report 
[which] is meant to give the reader an exact and concise knowledge of the full article” 
(Bhatia, 1993,  78). Similarly, another definition states that “an abstract summarizes the 
essential contents of a particular knowledge record and is a true surrogate of the docu-
ment” (Cleveland 104, in Orasan). However, it is very unlikely that most abstracts could 
function as a replacement for the whole document, as is implied e.g. by Graetz, who claims 
that “if comprehensive enough, it might replace reading the article” (7).

Ventola characterizes the abstract both as a ‘reproduction’ and a ‘reduction’ of an asso-
ciated text, which corresponds to the historical view, considering abstracts to have devel-
oped from the practice of reproducing texts, mostly in a shortened, condensed version. On 
the other hand, the abstract is sometimes considered an ‘expansion’ – an expanded title, 
informing the reader what the article is about in detail (Ventola 335).

Moreover, abstracts are commonly used as a ‘filtering device’ (Orasan). Academics 
use abstracts to filter a large amount of existing literature in order to decide which articles 
are important and worth reading. This function is closely connected with the persuasive, 
promotional elements present in the abstracts. Hyland (2004) stresses that abstracts aim 
to persuade readers that the article is worth reading. In summary, Huckin distinguishes 
at least four uses of abstracts: 1. they serve as stand-alone “mini-texts”, providing read-
ers with a quick summary of a study’s topic, methodology, and findings; 2. they serve as 
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“screening devices“, enabling the reader to decide whether to read the article as a whole; 
3. they serve as “previews” for those readers who decide to read the whole article, creat-
ing an interpretative frame that can guide reading; 4. they serve as “aids to indexing” by 
professional indexers for large database services (Huckin 93).  

3  Types of abstracts
There are various types of abstracts, reflecting their various uses in the academic world.  
Melander et al. (251) distinguish three types: “conference abstracts, the so-called ‘homoto-
pic’ abstracts in journals, and the abstracts in abstracting journals”. These types of abstracts 
have different functions and different intertextual relations, which results in different fea-
tures. That is why my analysis focused only on journal abstracts accompanying research 
articles.

Conference abstracts are stand-alone, independent documents with the aim of con-
vincing the audience that the paper represented by the abstract should be accepted for 
conference presentation (Kaplan et al.). The primary audience is the conference reviewing 
committee, usually a small group of specialists, whose identity might sometimes be pre-
dictable, at least to a certain extent. These abstracts tend to be longer and more rhetorical; 
their promotional function is realized by “(a) addressing topics of current interest, (b) hav-
ing a clearly defined problem, (c) discussing the problem in a new way, and (d) showing an 
“insider ethos” through terminology, topoi, and references” (Melander et al. 252). Homo-
topic abstracts, on the other hand, do not often require such “high levels of promotional 
advocacy” because this function may be fulfilled by the subsequent article (Melander et 
al. 252). However, journal abstracts also contain certain persuasive elements, because an 
abstract is often a decisive factor guiding readers whether to read an entire article or not. 
Abstracting journals include abstracts from many different journals. They are then adapted 
to conform to the style of the journal in terms of length, sentence structure, tense, voice, 
etc.; each abstract enters intertextual relations with the surrounding abstracts (Melander 
et al.). 

Furthermore, three basic types of abstracts are distinguished on functional grounds: 
indicative, informative and critical (Graetz; Swales, and Feak; Orasan). Indicative abstracts 
should help readers understand the general nature and scope of the research article with-
out going into a detailed step-by-step account of what it is about. This type of abstract 
indicates the subject and the type of research which has been done. Informative abstracts, 
on the other hand, encapsulate the whole paper; they tend to follow the exact order of 
the article’s organization, and, more importantly, they give the main results. This distinc-
tion also corresponds to the terminology used by Čmejrková, who distinguishes thematic 
(or indicative) abstracts suggesting the topic or set of topics covered by the article, and 
rhematic (or informative) abstracts which include not only the subject but also the results 
of the research (Čmejrková, Daneš, and Světlá). Finally, critical abstracts give not only a 
description of the contents, but also an evaluation of the article. In this case, it is usually 
not the author of the paper who writes the abstract.
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4  Rhetorical structure of abstracts
One of the aims of my research was to describe the rhetorical structure of abstracts of 
experimental research articles in social sciences. The macro-organization of abstracts has 
often been analyzed using a model which results from the traditional global organization 
of a research article (the IMRD structure). IMRD (Introduction – Methods – Results – 
Discussion) was found to be the common structure of the research paper genre, and was 
thoroughly investigated by John Swales (1990). This macro-structure was then used to 
arrive at four rhetorical moves found in abstracts: introduction (purpose), methods, results, 
and conclusion. “Move” is defined as “a genre stage which has a particular, minor com-
municative purpose to fulfil, which in turn serves the major communicative purpose of the 
genre” (Santos 485). The term has been widely used since Swales’ work on research article 
introductions. Moves may not have an independent existence outside the framework of a 
genre, but the unity and integrity of a typical genre crucially depends on the nature and 
function of moves employed in the textualization process (Bhatia, 2006, 84). 

However, the IMRD model is connected only with one kind of research article – the 
experimental one, which is based on primary research. In his later work, Swales (2004) 
himself claims that the research article per se is actually not a single genre; it is rather 
divisible into theoretical (“argumentative”) papers, experimental or data-based research 
articles, and review articles, which are essentially literature reviews. As the structure of the 
three types is supposed to be different (Swales, 2004), their abstracts follow different pat-
terns as well, and the traditional model reflecting the IMRD structure of the research article 
cannot be applied to all of them. This assumption is supported by the fact that the abstract 
structure recommended to authors by some organizations, for instance the British NFER 
(National Foundation for Educational Research), varies according to the type of the article, 
distinguishing between an empirical study, a literature review and a theoretical/opinion 
piece. The following structure of abstracts is connected only with experimental papers. 

     Regarding an abstract as a summary of the following research article, Bhatia (1993, 
78–79) formulated four questions which should provide information on the research that 
it describes:

1. What the author did?
2. How the author did it?
3. What the author found?
4. What the author concluded?

Then Bhatia postulated and characterized four moves which seem to answer these 
questions:

1. “Introducing purpose” – the author’s intention, thesis or hypothesis of the research; 
it may also include the goals or objectives of the research or the problem that the 
author wishes to cope with.

2. “Describing methodology” – indication of the experimental design, including 
information on the data, procedures or methods used, or the scope of the research. 
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3. “Summarizing results” – the author presents his observations and findings, he may 
also suggest solutions to the problem posed in the first move.

4. “Presenting conclusions”– interpretation of the results; it often includes some indi-
cation of the implications and applications of the present findings.

These moves have been used in the analysis of abstracts by various researchers, such 
as Salager-Meyer, Kaplan et al., Ventola, Samraj etc. This pattern also corresponds to 
the earlier work of Graetz, who identified the “Problem–Method(s)–Results–Conclu-
sions” structure and its possible variations (e.g. Objectives–Purpose–Experimental 
design–Methods–Results–Conclusion).

Santos, who focused on applied linguistics abstracts, postulated a five-move pattern; 
in addition to the four moves discussed above, he suggested a move called “Situating the 
research”, which typically appears at the beginning of abstracts and contains two sub-
moves, a “statement of current knowledge” and a “statement of problem”. According to 
Santos “Move 1 motivates the reader to examine the research by setting the general field 
or topic and stating the shortcomings of previous study” (481).

5  Macro-organization of abstracts in social sciences
In order to determine the macro-organization of abstracts, I carried out a move analysis 
of 80 abstracts. They were randomly selected from social science journals, specifically 
Educational Research, British Educational Research Journal, The Journal of Psychology, 
Applied Psychology, British Journal of Sociology, and Language Learning, representing 
four disciplines – education, psychology, sociology, and applied linguistics. The sample 
was drawn from volumes issued between 2000 and 2007, and only abstracts accompany-
ing the experimental research articles were considered – because, as stated above, different 
kinds of abstracts are supposed to have different rhetorical organizations. Each sentence in 
an abstract was assigned to a move: (1) Situating the research, (2) Purpose (Introduction)2, 
(3) Methods, (4) Results, and (5) Conclusion. Abstract 1 is an example of the rhetorical 
structure including all five moves:

Abstract 1:
(Situating the research) Evidence suggests that phonic interventions delivered by 
trained researchers improve early reading and spelling. (Purpose) This study sought 
to explore whether school Learning Support Assistants (LSAs) can also improve per-
formance using these methods. (Methods) Four groups (each of n = 27) of the poo-
rest reading 6-year-old children in nine schools were screened and selected for this 
study. LSAs were briefly trained to administer phonic programmes as small group 
interventions for nine weeks. Rhyme- and phoneme-based programmes were also 
contrasted with controls receiving the National Literacy Strategy. (Results) At post-
-test, all intervention group children were better decoders, and had better phonologi-
cal awareness and letter-sound knowledge than controls. The phoneme-based group 
had better letter-sound knowledge than the other intervention groups. (Conclusion) 
It is concluded that trained Learning Support Assistants can deliver effective early 
preventive programmes for literacy difficulties. (Edu, 7)
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However, in some cases a particular sentence served two rhetorical functions, espe-
cially when it included more than one clause. Santos, who called this aspect “move embed-
ding”, found that especially Move 2 and Move 3 frequently merge (491), e.g. in the pur-
pose-method combination which appears in the following sentence:

(1) In this study, the authors investigated the links between emotional self-disclosure, as 
measured by the Emotional Self-Disclosure Scale (ESDS; W. E. Snell, R. S. Miller, & 
S. S. Belk, 1988), and a post-trauma psychological state, as measured by the Trauma 
Symptom Inventory (TSI; J. Briere, 1995). (Psy, 6)

Table 1 presents the frequency of occurrence of the five moves. The results show that 
Purpose and Results appear consistently in the abstracts, and they seem to be obligatory 
moves in these journals. The high occurrence of Results is not surprising, as it is usually 
the findings of the research that are most important for the discourse community since they 
bring new information. This corresponds to the environmental science abstracts studied by 
Samraj, where Results are obligatory as well. However, in linguistics abstracts analyzed 
by Santos, Results were found only in approximately 80% of the texts.

The Purpose moves were also found frequently by previous studies (e.g. Hyland, 2000, 
2004). Indeed, Martín claims that the Introduction section was the longest and most fre-
quent rhetorical unit in his corpus of 160 abstracts.3 The Methods appeared in 93.7% of 
the abstracts, and they also appear to be a salient part of the structure. This is consistent 
with Santos’s study, in which Move 2 (Presenting the research) and Move 3 (Describing 
the methodology) are regarded as essentially obligatory. 

The first, background move was present in less than half of the texts, which is a sur-
prisingly small quantity; this result does not seem to support the trend stated by Hyland 
that writers in the soft knowledge domains see a great need to situate their discourse with 
an Introduction (at least greater than in hard knowledge fields) because “the soft disci-
plines are characterized by the relative absence of well-defined sets of problems and a 
definite direction in which to follow them” (2004, 71). As a result, Hyland claims, writers 
have to work harder to acquaint readers with the background to their research and to con-
struct its significance rhetorically. Finally, the Conclusion move occurred in 67.5% of the 
abstracts analyzed, and it seems to be an optional move to indicate general implications of 
the results reported, explanations for the results, or further recommendations. 

Purpose, Methods and Results occurred in the vast majority (93.7%) of the abstracts 
analyzed, so there was a preference for the P–M–R pattern, often accompanied by the 
Situating the research move or the Conclusion, or both. This is partly consistent with 
the results provided by Hyland (2000, 2004), who contends that the typical model in the 
humanities/social sciences is the I–P–Pr (Introduction–Purpose–Product; in 75% of cases), 
and the P–M–Pr (Purpose–Method–Product) among physicists and engineers (60%). From 
this point of view, my analysis is in accordance with the ‘hard’ science model, which may 
be explained by the fact that my corpus consists only of experimental research article 
abstracts. These often deal with real-world phenomena and provide measurable results, 
and thus their methods are similar to the ‘hard’ science abstracts.

The findings suggest a relatively fixed structure of abstracts in this type of discourse, 
which applies not only to the occurrence of the moves, but also to their manifestations. 
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The beginnings of Purpose and Results were often stereotypical; in Purpose the major-
ity of authors used descriptive or purposive formulas (the study/paper/authors examines/
investigates/explore), so that the beginning of this move was rather formulaic. Similarly, 
Results were also often expressed in formulaic terms. In the majority of abstracts, the 
beginning of the move was signalled lexically by an inanimate noun in the subject posi-
tion (e.g. the results) followed by verbs in the past or present tense (show/showed). In 
that respect, “Move 4 exponents are typically marked by the absence of references to the 
present authors, with reference only to their products” (Santos 493). This contributes to the 
impersonal, scientific style of this move, as it is not the author who speaks but rather the 
facts and findings themselves.

Table 1 Distribution of rhetorical moves in the abstracts

Moves
Disciplines

Education Psychology Sociology Applied 
linguistics Total %

Situating the 
research 9 7 10 11 37 46.2

Purpose 20 18 20 20 78 97.5

Methods 18 19 20 18 75 93.7

Results 19 20 19 20 78 97.5

Conclusion 18 17 11 8 54 67.5

N (number 
of abstracts) 20 20 20 20 80

Finally, it should be emphasized that these findings could have been influenced by the edi-
torial guidelines of individual journals. However, these recommendations are often vague, 
for example: “An abstract of 50–200 words in English should precede the article. This 
will be translated into French.” (4) Other instructions stipulate e.g. that abstracts should 
be summaries including the rationale for the article, methods employed and conclusions 
drawn. Instructions for the British Journal of Sociology do not include methods at all, 
stating that “an abstract of up to 300 words, giving a concise statement of the intention, 
results and conclusions of the paper, should be attached to the article.” (5) However, all 
of the sociology abstracts in the corpus included these components. This indicates that 
editorial guidelines concerning abstracts may have a certain impact on the results, but it 
is ultimately the authors themselves who decide which information should be included, 
depending on their rhetorical purposes. 
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6  Promotional elements in research article abstracts
The promotional function of abstracts asserts itself most clearly in the first move, Situa-
ting the research, so let me examine this move more thoroughly. Hyland (2004) states that 
authors often use Move 1 to claim the significance of the topic concerned by identifying 
the topic convincingly enough to encourage further reading. The main rhetorical strategies 
to achieve this include appeals to “benefit, novelty, importance and interest”; the notion 
of importance was found to be the main promotional item in soft disciplines (Hyland,  
2004, 76).

In my corpus this tendency was more than evident. At least in 12 cases, authors decided 
to claim that the topic of their paper is significant, either to the real world (example 2), or 
the research world (example 3).

(2) Post-traumatic stress (PTS) is a significant clinical problem in the general population. 
(Psy, 6)

(3) The persistence of social disparities in educational achievement in contemporary 
societies is a matter of concern to social theory. (Soc, 8)

However, promotional appeal was clearly not the only factor that was supposed to influ-
ence the readers in deciding whether to read an article. Other factors include the discipli-
nary competence or credibility of the author, i.e. whether he is an authority in the field and 
a competent member of the scientific community. This can be signalled in numerous ways, 
for example by the topic choice or more specifically by identifying a credible problem of 
the discipline. This is occasionally achieved by indicating that it was the subject of earlier 
work (formal citations), but more often by summarizing current knowledge in a few sen-
tences and referring to relevant literature. It is often followed by indicating a gap in the 
literature. (Hyland, 2004, 79).  

There were fourteen abstracts in which authors made reference to previous research by 
formal citation (or rather paraphrases). Only four of them appeared in Move 1 to indicate 
that the problem (topic) in question had been covered by previous studies (example 4). The 
rest were distributed across Purpose, Methods and Conclusion, with the most cases occur-
ring in Methods in order to refer to the exact procedure used.

(4) Research suggests that attitudinal factors in high-proficiency students can affect 
second language (L2) pragmatic production in important ways, students at times 
rejecting or resisting undesirable L2 pragmatic forms. (Cohen, 1997; Hinkel, 1996; 
Lo-Castro, 2001; Siegal, 1996), (AL, 20)

Citation in research articles can be a useful means of persuasion. Through citation a writer 
is able to display an allegiance to a particular discourse community, create a rhetorical gap 
for his or her research, or establish a credible writer ethos. He can provide justification 
for arguments and demonstrate the novelty of a position. Highlighting the interactive and 
rhetorical character of academic writing in general, Hyland points out that knowledge-
-making in academic discourse is achieved by negotiating agreement among colleagues, 
since there is usually more than one plausible interpretation for a given piece of data. One 
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result of this negotiation is that in most academic genres a writer’s principal purpose will 
be persuasive: to convince peers to agree to a knowledge claim in a research article, to 
acknowledge a disciplinary schema in a textbook; to establish the credibility of the writer’s 
claims in general. Thus (viewing texts as social interaction), the interactions in academic 
writing stem from the writer’s attempts to anticipate possible negative reactions to his or 
her persuasive goals.

In this negotiation process (with readers, editors, reviewers) the final ratification of a 
knowledge claim is granted with the citation of the claim by others and, eventually, the 
disappearance of all acknowledgement as it is incorporated into the literature of the disci-
pline. In order to gain acknowledgment from colleagues, writers have to locate their claims 
within a wider disciplinary framework, and they often do so by situating their research in 
a larger narrative context through citation. Citation can be therefore regarded as one of the 
key features of knowledge-making (Hyland, 2004, 20–23).

Writers sometimes summarized current knowledge without any formal citations, also iden-
tifying a gap in it. 

(5) The high achievement of British–Chinese pupils in the British education system 
is established in the official literature, but few studies have asked British–Chinese 
pupils or parents about the factors contributing to their success. (Edu, 1)

As a matter of fact, in seventeen instances Move 1 was realized by “stating a problem”. 
This indicates that previous research has not been thoroughly successful or complete, and 
generally falls into two categories (Santos, 486-487): 

1. statements that previous research is still embryonic (gaps in previous research) 
(example 6);

(6) Previous research on school bullying has largely neglected the issue of racism, and 
where it has been studied, the methods used have been unconvincing. The result is 
that little is known about bullying among ethnic minority children in British schools. 
(Edu, 9)

2. statements that there is still a continuing debate in current research (example 7).

(7) Positivism has been declared dead in sociological theory circles, yet questions remain 
as to its viability among researchers. (Soc, 2)

The prevalent category in the corpus consisted of statements that there is a gap in pre-
vious research. In this way, the authors justified their positions as researchers because 
they showed that they were able to find omissions in the previous research which deserved 
attention.

Another means of expressing insider credibility is the writer’s appeal to implicit knowl-
edge of the discipline. Writers can make references to “familiar approaches, well-known 
behaviour or traditional assumptions” (Hyland, 2004, 80). Insider credibility is therefore 
promoted by displays of intimacy with cultural knowledge (ibid.). In the corpus analyzed, 
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this was explicitly signalled by phrases such as it is widely assumed, it is widely believed, 
there is general agreement, etc. It might be followed by a statement of incomplete research 
too, as in (8). Moreover, writers appealed to implicit knowledge of the discipline by refer-
ring to well-known concepts, theories or theses. They did not use citations or paraphrases 
but only mentioned the author of the theory, thus proving to the community that they are 
acquainted with the basic concepts of their disciplines. This reference was obviously not 
always present in Move 1, as example 9 shows.

(8) It is widely believed that listeners understand some dialects more easily than others, 
although there is very little research that has rigorously measured the effects. (AL, 3)

(9) In drawing upon Bourdieu’s concepts of symbolic violence and habitus and Elias’ 
notion of figuration, the article shows how the local neighbourhood represents the 
parameters of the girls’ social worlds. (Soc, 3)

Therefore, Move 1, found in 46% of the texts, proved to be a useful device for pointing out 
the importance of present research and thus motivating the reader to examine it. However, 
even though half of the writers decided not to situate their research in Move 1, they used 
other promotional strategies instead. At least twenty abstracts which did not include Move 
1 used a similar strategy in a different move. For example when stating the purpose of their 
research, authors mention how new or important the topic is:

(10) The key new issue that this research addresses is … (Soc, 4)

Move 3, Methods, can also have a promotional function. In several abstracts Methods were 
the longest move. Writers clearly found it necessary to characterize the corpus (number 
of participants etc.) and the method used, as this is a crucial factor influencing the results 
obtained, especially in quantitative research. They might have sought to justify their rese-
arch by emphasizing that their corpus is sufficiently representative, either explicitly (11) or 
implicitly, by providing many details about the sample, statistical method etc. 

(11) The large sample size allows much greater statistical power for this purpose than any 
other previous source, and thus allows a more reliable assessment … (Soc, 16) 

As far as Results are concerned, they contribute to the promotional appeal of the genre 
because it is often the findings of the research that are most important for the discourse 
community – as they bring new information. This move was present in 97.5% of the 
abstracts, and it was often the longest one. Writers aim to present their findings in order to 
gain the reader’s interest and acceptance. 

Finally, the Conclusion was also widely used to advance claims for significance (exam-
ple 12). 

(12) In light of these later findings, the present study underscores the importance of com-
plementary research in L1 and L2 learning so that important questions about the 
nature of L1 acquisition may be answered by means of controlled manipulation of the 
language input in L2 learning. (AL, 4)
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Moreover, authors sometimes point out that more research is needed or warranted. 
The function of these statements is similar to a strategy used in Move 1 – claiming 
that the research is not complete (there is a gap in knowledge), which also implies that 
more research is needed. However, indicating a gap in Move 1 is supposed to “create  
a research space”, in Swales’ terms, in order to state that the following research is justified. 
In Conclusions, authors also used this strategy to justify their research, but in a slightly 
different way. They imply that they are aware of the fact that their findings are not absolute 
or general; furthermore, they can also prepare the ground for their future possible research 
of this topic. Generally, when authors claim that more research is needed or when they 
refer to the future research discussed in the article, they imply that the topic is significant 
enough to be the subject of further study.

7  Conclusion
To summarize, we shall return to Hyland and his models of abstracts in soft and hard 
disciplines. He states that a typical pattern in soft disciplines is Introduction–Purpose–Pro-
duct; this is because writers have to work harder to introduce readers into the background 
of their research, as soft disciplines sometimes lack precisely defined sets of problems. 
Judging from my research, based on experimental research article abstracts in social scien-
ces, Methods play a significant role and the prevailing pattern was Purpose–Methods–
Results. However, writers also aimed to “situate their research” and influence readers, but 
only half of them decided to use a special move for that purpose.

The particular promotional strategies used by authors in Move 1 include direct appeals 
to the significance of the topic explored, and claims of their own disciplinary competence 
and credibility as researchers. Authors show that they are dealing with a credible problem 
of the discipline by using formal citations, or more often by appealing to the implicit 
knowledge of the discipline (without any formal citations). This is often followed by iden-
tifying a gap in previous research, thus signalling that they are able to identify an important 
problem that has been omitted. Even though half of the writers did not use an extra move 
to situate their research, they used similar strategies in other moves. Furthermore, they 
sometimes did not use any direct promotional strategy at all, but instead aimed to charac-
terize e.g. the methods thoroughly and convincingly enough to show that their research is 
credible and objective, and therefore worth further attention.

Finally, based on the results of my research, the abstract as a genre is definitely not a 
mere summary of the following article, as is implied by some previous studies (see Bha-
tia, 1993; Graetz etc.); it is rather “a selective representation of […] an article’s content” 
(Hyland, 2004, 64). The abstract selects and highlights important information, but in such 
a way as to encourage the reader to undertake further examination.
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Notes
1 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/abstract[2]. Accessed on 16th March, 2009. 
2 The terminology is not unified. While Samraj and Salager-Meyer use the term Purpose, Lorés 

uses the term Introduction. Santos introduced his own term Presenting the research, which might 
be more precise with regard to function because this move not only presents the author’s actual 
purpose but also often outlines the topic and problems investigated. However, I decided to use the 
more traditional term Purpose (Introduction), as it corresponds to the IMRD pattern of the research 
article itself.

3 However, his claim about the length can be accounted for by the fact that he did not separate 
the Introduction from the Situating the research section. 

4 http://www.wiley.com/bw/submit.asp?ref=0269-994X&site=1. Accessed on 28th May, 2009.
5 http://www2.lse.ac.uk/BJS/toContribute/notesToContributors.aspx. Accessed on 28th May, 

2009. 
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