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● scientific jargon is often hard to understand for 
non-experts

● one solution: Plain Language Summaries (PLS)

● project PLan Psy: 

○ develop evidence-based guidelines for PLS 

How can we effectively 
communicate research 
to a non-expert 
audience?

What is a good PLS?
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Plain Language Summaries

evidence-based guidelines
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Plain Language Summaries

evidence-based guidelines

Definition?
Terminology?

What is a “good” PLS?

Aim?

How can we measure it?

What is “effective”?
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How can we conceptualize empirical research and 
theory on PLS?

→ conceptual framework

What is the empirical evidence on PLS 
effectiveness?

→ qualitative evidence synthesis
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4 databases

Web of Science | PubMed | PsycInfo | PSYNDEX
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  inclusion criteria

● The described PLS ...

○ need to be summaries of published evidence

○ need to aim at a lay readership

● German and English records of these study types:

○ empirical studies and reviews of studies in 
which 

■ PLS are investigated

■ PLS criteria / guidelines are developed / 
evaluated

○ theoretical articles 

○ guidelines
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What are PLS for?

→ finalistic

→ AIMS

What are PLS made of?

→ ontological

→ CHARACTERISTICS

What should PLS be like?

→ normative

→ CRITERIA

How are PLS investigated?

→ measurement-related

→ OUTCOMES
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What are PLS for?

→ finalistic

→ AIMS

What are PLS made of?

→ ontological

→ CHARACTERISTICS

What should PLS be 
like?

→ normative

→ CRITERIA

How are PLS 
investigated?

→ measurement-related

→ OUTCOMES

qualitative content analysis

● 3 raters 

● information extraction 
for each subject area 

● identification and labeling 
of homogeneous groups of information

● discussion of proposed categories and rationals

→ final set of agreed categories

→ framework
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conceptual framework
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evidence synthesis

● medium-level text: 
higher accessibility [1]

● PLS written with guidelines: 
higher readability [2]

● structured PLS with background 
information [3, 4]; 
presentation of results: qualitative 
statements + symbols [3, 5]; 
evidence quality ratings [3, 4]: 
general preference

[1] Martínez Silvagnoli, L., Shepherd, C., Pritchett, J., Gardner, J.: How Can We Optimize the Readability and Format of Plain 
Language Summaries for Medical Journal Articles? A Cross-sectional Survey Study, JMIR Preprints. 23/07/2020:22122,
[2] Kirkpatrick, E., Gaisford, W., Williams, E., Brindley, E., Tembo, D., & Wright, D. (2017). Understanding Plain English summaries. A 
comparison of two approaches to improve the quality of Plain English summaries in research reports. Research involvement and 
engagement, 3(1), 1-14.
[3] Santesso, N., Rader, T., Nilsen, E. S., Glenton, C., Rosenbaum, S., Ciapponi, A., ... & Schünemann, H. J. (2015). A summary to 
communicate evidence from systematic reviews to the public improved understanding and accessibility of information: a 
randomized controlled trial. Journal of clinical epidemiology, 68(2), 182-190.
[4] Ellen, M. E., Lavis, J. N., Wilson, M. G., Grimshaw, J., Haynes, R. B., Ouimet, M., ... & Gruen, R. (2014). Health system decision makers' 
feedback on summaries and tools supporting the use of systematic reviews: a qualitative study. Evidence & Policy: A Journal of 
Research, Debate and Practice, 10(3), 337-359.
[5] Glenton, C., Santesso, N., Rosenbaum, S., Nilsen, E. S., Rader, T., Ciapponi, A., & Dilkes, H. (2010). Presenting the results of 
Cochrane Systematic Reviews to a consumer audience: a qualitative study. Medical Decision Making, 30(5), 566-577.
[6] Alderdice, F., McNeill, J., Lasserson, T., Beller, E., Carroll, M., Hundley, V., ... & Clarke, M. (2016). Do Cochrane summaries help 
student midwives understand the findings of Cochrane systematic reviews: the BRIEF randomised trial. Systematic reviews, 5(1), 
1-10.

● structured PLS: 
higher knowledge acquisition [6]

● PLS with background information, 
presentation of results with qualitative 
statements + symbols, 
evidence quality grading [3]: 
higher knowledge acquisition
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overview of guidelines and 
criteria

6 “characteristics” categories
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● considerable work has been done

○ but is very heterogeneous 

○ lack of standardization

● empirical evidence

○ scattered, promising approaches

○ experimental research on small, specific samples

● framework
○ possible starting point for future guideline 

developers and scicomm researchers
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● Plain Language Summaries are a promising solution for scientific communication.

● Research on PLS is still very heterogeneous, empirical evidence is scarce.

● Conceptual Framework may help to develop research designs and/or guidelines.
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● Plain Language Summaries are a promising solution for scientific communication.

● Research on PLS is still very heterogeneous, empirical evidence is scarce.

● Conceptual Framework may help to develop research designs and/or guidelines.

What is a good PLS?

A text with specific characteristics, which can take shape in 
the determination of criteria.

Those criteria make a difference regarding the PLS’ aims.

The difference can be measured with specific outcomes
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