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Guidelines for Abstracts 

 
 
Abstract: Guidance is presented for authors and editors preparing abstracts that 
represent the content of texts reporting on the results of experimental work or 
descriptive or discursive studies. Suggestions for the placement of abstracts within 
publications or other media are given, along with recommendations for abstracting 
specific documents. Types of abstracts and their content are de- scribed. Also 
included are suggestions on the style of abstracts and a list of selected readings on 
the subject of abstracting. Examples of abstracts are appended. 
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Foreword 
(This foreword is not part of the American National Standard Guidelines for Abstracts, 
ANSI/NISO Z39.14-1997 (R2015). It is included for information only.) 

About This Standard  

The growing volume of documents or texts containing information that warrants abstracting makes a 
well-prepared abstract increasingly important. Basic content must be quickly identifiable, both by 
readers of the primary literature and by users of access services (sometimes also referred to as 
secondary, database, or abstracting and indexing services). Authors and editors can help users to 
readily identify content by beginning a primary document or text with a meaningful title and a well-
prepared abstract. Indeed, authors must bear in mind that many people will selectively read no more 
than these components of their writings. 

In addition to the need for authors to write good abstracts for increasingly selective reading, it is also 
desirable for them to write abstracts that access services can reproduce with little or no change, 
copyright permitting. Always important to users of traditional access publications, abstracts have also 
proved to be of considerable importance to users of electronic bibliographic services such as online 
searching and selective dissemination of information (SDl) alerting, including systems employing full-
text search. Abstracts that are well-prepared by authors ensure the accuracy of content and avoid 
unnecessary duplication of intellectual effort. As the quality of abstracts increases, so does the 
number of abstracts that can be directly employed by these access services, and thus the quality of 
the ser- vices for users. 

This standard is the second revision of the American National Standard for Writing Abstracts, 
ANSI Z39.14-1971, which was prepared by Subcommittee 6 of the then American National Standards 
Committee on Standardization in the Field of Library Work, Documentation, and Related Publishing 
Practices, Z39 (now NISO). The first revision of ANSI Z39.14-1971 was issued as ANSI Z39.14-1979. 

This current revision is based on several comments received in 1992 from NISO members during 
their review of ANSI Z39.14-1979.It incorporates helpful changes and additional examples from 
ISO 214-1976, the International Standard on Abstracts for Publications and Documentation. 

The International Standard was developed between 1971 and 1975 by an ad hoc Working Group of 
ISO/TC 46, headed by the chairman of Z39/Subcommittee 6. It was largely based on ANSI Z39.14-
1971. 

It is pertinent to review briefly here how the original edition, ANSI Z39.14-1971, was prepared. 
Subcommittee 6 was appointed in January 1969 to complete the task of drafting a standard on writing 
abstracts, an assignment begun by two previous subcommittees. The new subcommittee drew 
heavily on the work of its predecessors and on a guide prepared by the International Union of Pure 
and Applied Physics, the American Institute of Physics, and UNESCO. The subcommittee members 
were chosen for their expertise in the writing and editing of papers, journals, and reports; the 
preparation of abstracts, including their computer searching; and the teaching of abstracting. Thus, 
members represented both discipline and mission orientations, and were involved in the 
communication of knowledge in such diverse fields as education, psychology, chemistry, physics, and 
biology. 

Copies of the draft of the standard were sent to groups working on national and international 
standards on abstracting, to all members of the Z39 Committee, and to many individuals and groups 
known to be concerned with the writing of abstracts. The draft was then extensively revised to take 
into account the more than 50 substantive comments that were received. 

In the years since this standard was first issued authors and editors in many primary publications 
have followed its principles. In the same period, its principles have also effected changes in the 
practices of major access services. 
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The current revision committee has focused on the differences in form and content between 
informative and indicative abstracts; the topics of structural abstracts, electronic abstracts, information 
retrieval, and the content of abstracts; and on renaming the standard. Additionally, the committee has 
expanded the list of selected readings on the subject of abstracting and added new examples of 
abstracts. 

This standard was processed and approved for submittal to ANSI by the National Information 
Standards Organization. It was balloted by the NISO Voting Members April 30, 1996 - July 31, 1996.  

Reaffirmation 
This standard underwent periodic reviews and was reaffirmed in 1987, 2002, 2010, and most recently 
in 2015. The NISO Members approved the latest reaffirmation on January 3, 2015. ANSI approved 
the reaffirmation on January 21, 2015.  

Suggestions for improving this Standard are welcome. They should be sent to the National 
Information Standards Organization, 3600 Clipper Mill Road, Suite 302, Baltimore, MD 21211, 
telephone: 301-654-2512; email: nisohq@niso.org. 

NISO Voting Members 

NISO approval of this standard does not necessarily imply that all members voted for its approval. At 
the time it approved this standard (1997 edition), NISO had the following members: 
3M 
Richard W. Lindahl, Robert L. Dreger (Alt), Gerald 
G. Marsolek (Alt) 

American Association of Law Libraries 
Andrew Laurence 

American Chemical Society 
Robert S. Tannehill, Jr., Leon R. Blauvelt (Alt) 

American Library Association 
Carlen Ruschoff 

American Society for Information Science 
Mark H. Needleman 

American Society of Indexers 
Patricia S. Kuhr, Marie Kascus (AIt) 

American Theological Library Association 
Mvron B. Chace 

Ameritech Library Services, Academic Division 
John Kolman 

Amoco Corporation 
Randy R. Reddemann 

Apple Computer, Inc.  
Janet Vratney, Rita Brennan (Alt) 

Armed Forces Medical Library 
Diane Zehnpfennig, Beth Knapke (Alt) 

Art Libraries Society of North America 
Thomas E. Young, Penney DePas (Alt) 

Association of Information and Dissemination 
Centers 
Bruce H. Kiesel 

Association for Information and Image 
Management 
Judy Kilpatrick 

Association of Jewish Libraries 
Pearl Berger, David Gilner (AIt) 

Association of Research Libraries 
Duane E. Webster 

Bell Labs 
M. E. Brennan 

CASPR, Inc. 
Norman Kline, Brian Lomeli (Alt) 

CARL Corporation 
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College Center for Library Automation 
J. Richard Madaus, Ann Armbrister (Alt) 

Data Research Associates, Inc. 
Michael J. Mellinger, James Michael (Alt) 

Data Research Users Group, Inc. 
Beth F. Anderson 

EBSCO Information Services 
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