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As a habit of mind, abstraction is a “process of revealing a critical essence of some real object
that exists by removing everything except a finite number (often just one) of its key elements.
To identify a key element, one must focus on one specific area or feature of the object relevant
to the current task (Henriksen, Fanhoe, & Mishra, 2014, p. 4).”

Related to this concept, the word abstract covers a genre of written communication, that is
performed predominantly manually, with intellectual effort, but there is automatic abstracting,
as well. Abstracting (as activity) is a process of producing varied types of abstracts. These
products and activities are based on summarizing that lead to producing varied summaries

Abstracting and summarizing

As said above, the word abstracting covers most of the time the activities related to produc-
ing (writing) textual abstracts. The set of techniques, underlying the creation of abstracts is
mainly selectively summarizing information by representing the most important content of an
already existing (professional or scholarly) source text (usually a journal paper) into a self-
contained terminal text (abstract) that incorporates this information in a concise, condensed,
and abbreviated form on a professional level. Abstracts come into existence in processes of
professional abstracting.

Professional summarizing is not a simple task that anyone can do without previous educa-
tion, but requires knowledge of specific techniques and methodology and an extensive practice
(Pinto, Fernández-Ramos, & Doucet, 2008a). In general, it requires intelligence, imagination,
independence, and the ability to work in an organized fashion (Endres-Niggemeyer, 1998).
Rigor, accuracy, consistency, and constancy are also needed (Pinto, Fernández-Ramos, &
Doucet, 2008b).
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When publishing papers in scholarly journals, researchers are required to compose the
abstracts to their papers, which are usually called author abstracts. In this case, abstracting is
performed chiefly by the same authors, who originally produced the source texts.

However, abstracts that are published separately, i.e. do not appear in the journals, where
the papers are published are often produced by professional abstractors, who are commis-
sioned as a rule by some organization. The quality of these abstracts is frequently higher the
one of author abstracts. Nonetheless, writing abstracts calls for professional knowledge of
the source text’s content. Efficient reading and achieving clarity in setting out arguments are
of importance for abstracting. Being familiar with the various types of abstracts and their
application to different texts and contexts is a default. Being knowledgeable about applying
abstracting techniques to different types of source documents is more than useful Obviously,
such consciousness of the rules is more typical for professional abstractors (Koltay, 2010).

Textual abstracts can be prepared in the same or in a different language that the source,
while abstracts, written by professional abstractors tend to be more often in a different lan-
guage than the given author abstracts, available in the journals and databases.

Professional abstractors must be aware of their mediating role, because it requires rhetori-
cal, functional, and semantic choices. Abstracting unfolds in specialized contexts, by “attend-
ing to a series of contextual probabilities”, which define the level of maintaining the original
text’s content, and adapting it to perceived expectations of the given discourse community.
These expectations require applying certain patterns of socio-cognitive informative and com-
municative behavior (Izquierdo Alonso, & Moreno Fernández, 2010, p. 571).

Abstracts selectively reflect the content of scholarly papers, depending on what is consid-
ered important by the author and by the abstractor in order to facilitate judging its relevance
to a particular information need. Scientific abstracts therefore reproduce only part of the in-
formation and the complexity of argumentation of a scholarly article (Atanassova, Bertin, &
Larivière, 2016).

The evaluation of textual abstracts may adhere to the following practical criteria:

• Is there enough important information of the source included in the abstract?

• Are unnecessary details excluded?

• What is the level of abstraction?

• Are there any misunderstandings of the source reflected in the abstract?

· How well is it worded in the target language? (Koltay 2009).
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Semi-professional and non-professional sumarizing

At the semi-professional level, summarization is a relatively regular activity that is not re-
garded as a main activity or an exclusive occupation. The examples of it are, when e.g.

• Students take notes at lectures,

• Secretaries record the minutes of meetings,

• Journalists report on the findings of press conferences,

• Lawyers sum up evidence presented in court, and

• Researchers write conference abstracts (Endres-Niggemeyer, 1998).

The latter activity is different from all types of summaries, because in this case there is no
preexisting text, but a new one is produced that is foretelling what the given researcher intends
to speak about at the conference.

The non-professional (everyday, occasional) summarizing level is exemplified by relating
the gist of a recently seen movie or television program. Such activities do not require any spe-
cial effort, preliminary training or special skills, because they are based on contents, retrieved
from someone’s own memory, without using any external source.

Although there has been a longstanding interest in automatic abstracting (text summa-
rization), beginning from the early days of computational linguistics (Orasan, 2019), and the
activities are continually researched today. Notwithstanding, abstracting has remained mainly
an intellectual (manual) labor. Although there are tools for extracting sentences from text by
computers in order to form abstracts automatically, human interaction is indispensable, (King
et al, 2018), because choosing representative elements of the source text, then producing se-
mantically correct and useful abstracts is still a challenging task.

Other types of summaries

Video abstracts „typically communicate the background of a study, the methodology em-
ployed, the study results and potential implications, much like a text based abstract might do
(Reupert, 2017, p. 2).”

Besides the above textual types, there is also computerized summarization of data, mak-
ing use of machine learning, statistical analyses, semantics, and natural language processing
(Ahmed, 2019).
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In some regard akin to summarizing texts, data storytelling involves information com-
pression in order to provide insights through the combination of data, visuals, and narratives.
Data stories are commonly produced manually by identify insights from the data and high-
light data points, deemed to be relevant (Martinez-Maldonado, Echeverria, Fernandez Nieto,
& Buckingham Shum, 2020).

Abstracting and information overload

Abstracts can be useful not only by enabling the identification of relevant information, and
summarizing it, but because they capability to play a role in “taming” information overload
(IO), addressed in detail in an earlier paper in the Academia Letter series (Koltay, 2021). IO
can be defined as “a set of objective and subjective difficulties, caused by the amount and
complexity of information available, as well as by our inability to handle such situations”
(Koltay, 2020).”

Abstracts’ goal is saving time for identifying anything of informing power, including in-
formation and data. In harmony with the understanding of abstracting as a habit of mind, it
must be based on concentrating on the importance of certain, selected parts of the information
and/or data, by making use of critical thinking that is an essential constituent of information
and data literacy. The level of compression of messages may be lower in the case of semi-
professional and non-professional summarizing, but despite the differing motivations, they
undoubtedly spare time. Abstracts also can act as tools of personal information management
(Bergman, 2013), mitigating the symptoms of IO.
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