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Comparison of language scoring levels

Introduction

• Plain language summaries (PLS) aim to provide a 
clear, accessible summary of scientific publications 
for non-specialist readers. 

• Therefore, PLS should use language that can be 
understood by non-specialist readers and put the 
study results adequately in context. 

• We evaluated the language and study interpretation 
in PLS published in oncology journals in 2021 and 
2022.

Methods

• PLS were identified in PubMed using the search 
terms: ("Oncol*" OR "Cancer" [Journal]) AND ("lay 
summary" OR "lay abstract" OR "simple summary" 
OR "plain language summary" OR "plain English 
summary").

• PLS published in oncology journals in 2021 or 2022 
were selected. If an oncology journal had published 
>20 PLS, the 10 most recent PLS in 2022 and 10 
oldest PLS in 2021 that reported on an in-human 
oncology study were selected from that journal. 

• Two professional medical writers independently 
reviewed and scored the PLS on 3 criteria:

1. Use of medical terminology
2. Level of language
3. Adequate interpretation of study results

• Scoring discrepancies were resolved by an 
independent third reviewer.

• Scoring of language level was compared to Flesch 
Kincaid grading.

• PLS were grouped as PLS abstracts (<500 words) or 
standalone PLS papers (≥1000 words, published as a 
separate document providing a detailed summary of 
the scientific data).

Conclusions & Discussion

• Oncology PLS often used medical terminology 
without explanation and provided inadequate 
interpretation of study results, limiting their intended 
use.

• Manual scoring and scoring using Flesch Kincaid 
grade levels confirmed the frequent use of complex 
language in PLS.

• We recommend that before publication, PLS on 
scientific research should undergo careful (peer) 
review to improve readability, and, importantly, to 
prevent data distortion in PLS.

• Since limitations were primarily observed when PLS 
were published in abstract format, flexibility in word 
limits may enable authors to better explain their 
research in plain language. Further studies are 
needed to confirm this.

Results

Oncology journals with PLS:

N / n, number; PMW, professional medical writer
1 One PLS abstract and one standalone PLS paper were published as supplementary data

Most plain language summaries of cancer studies do not use
plain language, and many do not put results adequately in
context.

Scoring of PLS abstracts (N=52) versus 
standalone PLS papers (N=11)

For a description of the bar colors, see pie charts above.

All Abstract1 Paper1

N 63 52 11

Word count, median (range) 120
(26-3626)

112
(26-423)

2307
(1000-3626)

Written by, n (%)
• Academia
• Industry with PMW support
• Industry without PMW support

37 (59%)
22 (35%)

4 (6%)

37 (71%)
13 (25%)

2 (4%)

0 (0%)
9 (82%)
2 (18%)

Year published, n (%)
• 2021
• 2022

30 (48%)
33 (52%)

30 (58%)
22 (42%)

0 (0%)
11 (100%)

Cancer (n=20) Therapeutic Advances in Hematology (n=5)
Future Oncology (n=19) Therapeutic Advances in Medical Oncology (n=2)
Frontiers in Oncology (n=8) Current Problems in Cancer (n=1)
CNS Oncology (n=6) Clinical Lymphoma, Myeloma, and Leukemia (n=1)

European Journal of Cancer (n=1)
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