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Abstract

Background:  Abstracts  of  systematic  reviews  (SR)  are frequently  used  to  guide  clinical  decision-

making. However,  if  the  abstract  is inadequately  reported,  key  information  may  be missing  and

it may  not  accurately  summarize  the  results  of the review.

Objective:  We  aimed  to  investigate  1) if  abstracts  are  fully  reported;  2)  if  abstract  reporting  is

associated  with  review/journal  characteristics  in physical  therapy  for  low  back  pain  (LBP);  and

3) if these  abstracts  are  consistent  with  the  corresponding  full  texts.

Methods:  We  searched  the  Physiotherapy  Evidence  Database  for  SRs  in  physical  therapy  for

LBP published  between  2015  and  2017.  Associations  between  abstract  reporting  quality  and

review/journal  characteristics  were  explored  with  linear  regression.  Abstract  reporting  was

assessed  with  the  12  item  Preferred  Reporting  Items  for  Systematic  Reviews  and  Meta-Analyses

for abstracts  (PRISMA-A)  checklist.  Consistency  of  reporting  between  abstracts  and  the  full

text was  evaluated  by  comparing  responses  to  each  item  of the  PRISMA-A  using  Kappa  coeffi-

cients. Methodological  quality  of  the  reviews  was  assessed  with  A MeaSurement  Tool  to  Assess

systematic  Reviews  (AMSTAR-2).

Results:  We  included  66  SRs,  9  Cochrane  and  57  non-Cochrane.  Review  methodological  quality

ranged from  ‘high’  (8%)  to  ‘critically  low’  (76%).  The  mean  ±  SD of the  ‘‘total  number  of  PRISMA-

A fully  reported  items’’  (range  0---12  points  for  fully  reported  items)  was  4.1  ± 1.9  points  for

non-Cochrane  review  abstracts  and  9.9  ± 1.1  points  for  Cochrane  abstracts.  Factors  associated

with reporting  quality  of  abstracts  were:  journal  impact  factor  (ß  0.20;  95%  CI:  0.06,  0.35),

number  of  words  in abstract  (ß  0.01;  95%  CI:  0.00,  0.01)  and  review  methodological  quality
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(‘critically  low’  with  ß −3.06;  95%  CI: −5.30,  −0.82;  with  ‘high’  as reference  variable).  There

was typically  inconsistent  reporting  between  abstract  and full text,  with  most  Kappa  values

lower than  0.60.

Conclusions:  The  abstracts  of  SRs  in physical  therapy  for  LBP were  poorly  reported  and  incon-

sistent with  the  full text.  The  reporting  quality  of  abstracts  was  higher  in  journals  with  a  higher

impact factor,  in abstracts  with  a  greater  number  of  words,  and  when  the  review  was  of  higher

methodological  quality.

© 2020  Associação  Brasileira  de Pesquisa  e  Pós-Graduação  em  Fisioterapia.  Published  by  Elsevier

Editora Ltda.  All  rights  reserved.

Introduction

Abstracts  of  systematic  reviews  (SRs)  are frequently  used to
guide  clinical  decision-making.1,2 However,  if the abstract
is  inadequately  reported,  key information  may  be miss-
ing  and  it  may  not  accurately  summarize  the results  of
the  review.3 The  Preferred  Reporting  Items  for Systematic
Reviews  and Meta-Analyses  for  abstracts  checklist3 (PRISMA-
A)  was  created  to  guide better  reporting  of  SR abstracts.
Despite  the  publication  of  PRISMA-A,3 the reporting  qual-
ity  of  SR  abstracts  in psoriasis,4 neurosurgical,5 and  general
medicine6 remains  inadequate.  Readers  are not able  to  reli-
ably  assess  study  findings  if the  abstract  is  poorly  reported
or presents  inconsistencies  with  the  full  text.

It  is desirable  that  the abstract  is  consistent  with  the full
text,  i.e.  there  is  an acceptably  high  level  of  agreement
between  the  reporting  and  interpretation  of  results  con-
tained  in  the  abstract  and  the  corresponding  full  text.7,8 A
survey  of biomedical  reviews  indicated  the  need  for  further
investigation  and actions  to decrease  reporting  inconsisten-
cies  between  abstracts  and  full  texts.8 Previous  studies  have
analyzed  the  presence  of overstated  results  (‘spin’)9,10 in  SR
abstracts  and  the methodological  quality11 of  SRs  in the  field
of  physical  therapy  for low back pain  (LBP),  but no  analyses
on  abstract  reporting  quality  has  been  reported  so far  for
this  field.

Our  focus  was  on  LBP  as  it is  the  most burdensome
health  condition  globally  in terms  of  disability.12---15 Addition-
ally, we  focused  on  physical  therapy  interventions  because
they  are  the most  commonly  used  non-pharmacological  and
non-surgical  treatment  for  LBP.14,16---19 Therefore,  the objec-
tives  of  this  study  were  to  investigate:  1) if  abstracts  are
fully  reported;  2) if abstract  reporting  is associated  with
review/journal  characteristics;  and  3) if  these abstracts  are
consistent  with  the corresponding  full  texts.

Methods

Data sources  and  searches

This  methodological  study  of SRs  evaluating  physical  ther-
apy  interventions  for treating  LBP  is  a secondary  analysis  of
previous  research.9 The  search  was  performed  in the  Phys-
iotherapy  Evidence  Database  (PEDro;  www.pedro.org.au)  on
10th  of  January  2018.  We chose  PEDro  because  it is  one of
the  most  complete  indexes  in  the  field  of  physical  therapy.20

Two  independent  authors  performed  the  screening  process.
Our search  strategy  was:  ‘‘systematic  review’’  for  method;
‘‘lumbar  spine,  sacroiliac  joint or  pelvis’’  for  body  part;
‘‘pain’’  for  problem;  2015---2017  for year  of publication.
The  time  period  was  selected  because  it is  two  years  after
the  publication  of  the  PRISMA-A,  therefore  authors  had  a
greater  opportunity  to  adhere  to  these  recommendations
than  in older  SRs.  Eligibility  criteria  were:  full  journal  pub-
lications  (not abstract  only);  systematic  reviews  of clinical
trials  that  evaluated  the effectiveness  of  one  or  more  phys-
ical therapy  interventions  for  LBP;  published  between  2015
and  2017;  written  in English,  Spanish,  or  Portuguese;  and
with  no  restrictions  for  type  of  analysis  (whether  the  review
performed  a  meta-analysis  or  not).

Data extraction

Two  independent  authors  evaluated  the methodological
quality,  reporting  quality  of  abstracts,  and if abstract  report-
ing  was  consistent  with  the full  text  reporting  for  the
included  reviews.  They  also  extracted  several  review  and
journal  characteristics  from  the reviews  (between  March
and  May 2018).  Two  authors  discussed  disagreements  until
consensus  was  reached,  if consensus  could  not  be  achieved
a  third  author  provided  arbitration.

The following  descriptive  data  were extracted:  (1)  lan-
guage  of  publication  (English/  Spanish/  Portuguese);  (2)  year
of  publication  to  calculate  the  age  (in  years)  of each  review
by  subtracting  the year  of  publication  from  2018  (descrip-
tive);  (3)  review  open  access  on  PubMed  Central  (yes/no);
(4)  number  of collaborating  centers  based  on  the  number  of
departments  mentioned  in the  author  affiliations  (descrip-
tive);  (5)  which risk  of  bias  tool  was  used (descriptive);  (6)
number  of  studies  and  types  of  study  designs  included  in
the  review  (randomized  controlled  trials/  other  types  of
studies);  and,  (7)  the number  of times  the  review  had  been
cited  (descriptive),  as  downloaded  from  the  Web of  Knowl-
edge  (4th  September  2018),  and  normalized  by  dividing  by
the  age  of the  review.  The  journal  features  were:  (1)  men-
tion  of  PRISMA-A  in  the ‘‘Instructions  to authors’’  (yes/no);
(2)  if endorsement  of PRISMA  for  full  texts  checklist21 was
compulsory  (yes/no);  (3)  the word  limit  for  the  abstract
(descriptive),  extracted  from  the ‘‘Instructions  to  authors’’;
and,  (4)  open  access  journal  (yes/no),  obtained  from  the
Directory  of  Open Access  Journals  or  the  Journal’s  website.
The  variables  extracted  as  ‘descriptive’  were  coded  in order
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of  appearance.  We  also  coded  the descriptive  data  that  were
‘not  reported’  or  ‘not  applicable’.

Abstracts  reporting

The  12-item  PRISMA-A  checklist  was  used  to  evaluate  the
reporting  quality  of  the  abstract  of  each included  SR. Each
item  was  classified  as ‘‘fully  reported’’  (contained  all  infor-
mation  specified  in  the item)  or  ‘‘not  reported’’  (contained
some  of  the  information  specified  in  the  item,  or  contained
none  of  the  information  specified  in  the item).  A  score  was
generated  for  each  review  (called  the  ‘‘total  number  of
PRISMA-A  fully  reported  items’’)  by  counting  the  number  of
items  that  were ‘‘fully  reported’’.  This  score ranged  from
0  (low  reporting  quality)  to 12  (high  reporting  quality)  and
has  been  used  in previous  studies.4,22

Consistency  of reporting  comparing  abstract  to the

full text

Consistency  of  reporting  was  evaluated  by  comparing  the
reporting  in the abstract to  the  reporting  in the  full  text  of
the  review.  To  achieve  this,  the full  text was  also  evaluated
with  the  PRISMA-A  so  that  PRISMA-A  results  were  obtained
for  the  abstract  and  also  for  the  full  text for each  systematic
review.  We  then  calculated  agreement  between  abstract
and  full  text  for  each  of  the 12  items  from  the PRISMA-A.

Methodological  quality  assessment

The  16-item  A  MeaSurement  Tool  to  Assess  systematic
Reviews  (AMSTAR-2)23 checklist  was  used  to  evaluate  the
methodological  quality  of  the included  reviews.  Each item
was  classified  as:  ‘‘no’’,  ‘‘yes’’,  ‘‘partial  yes’’,  or  ‘‘not
applicable’’.

The  classification  of  the methodological  quality  for  each
review  was  based on  the  AMSTAR-2  scores,23 as  follows:
‘‘high’’  (no  or  one  non-critical  weakness),  ‘‘moderate’’
(more  than  one non-critical  weakness),  ‘‘low’’  (one critical
flaw  with  or without  non-critical  weakness),  or  ‘‘critically
low’’  (more  than  one  critical  flaw with  or  without  non-
critical  weakness).  Non-critical  weaknesses  were  related  to
items  1,  3,  5, 6, 8,  10,  12,  14  and 16;  and  critical  flaws  to
items  2,  4,  7,  9, 11, 13  and  15.

Associations  between  abstracts  reporting  and

review and  journal  characteristics

To investigate  if review  and journal  characteristics  were
associated  with  quality  of  abstract  reporting  we  defined
one  dependent  variable  and  six independent  variables  that
had  been  previously  identified  in the literature.24---26 The
dependent  variable  was  the ‘‘total  number  of PRISMA-A
fully  reported  items’’  (range  0---12 points; described  above,
under  ‘Abstracts  reporting’).  Three  independent  variables
were  categorical:  AMSTAR-2  methodological  quality  score
(as  dummy  variables  for  ‘high’,  ‘moderate’,  ‘low’,  or  ‘crit-
ically low’  ---  described  above,  under  ‘Quality  Assessment’);
abstract  free  of  spin  (categorized  as  dichotomized  varia-
bles  ‘‘yes’’  of  ‘‘no’’,  based  on  the SPIN  7-item  checklist27

described  below);  and PRISMA  for  full  texts  checklist21

endorsed  by the publishing  journal  and  extracted  from
the  ‘‘Instructions  to  authors’’  for  each journal  or  from
the  PRISMA  website28 (‘‘yes’’  or  ‘‘no’’).  Three  indepen-
dent  variables  were  continuous:  number  of  words  in each
review  abstract  (counted  using  the  Microsoft  Word  ‘‘Word
Count’’  function),  2017  journal  Impact  Factor  (JIF),  down-
loaded  from  the  InCites  Journal  Citation  Reports’  website
(if  a  journal  was  not listed  in  this website,  it  was  coded
as  not  having  an JIF,  i.e.  ‘missing  value’),  and  number  of
citations,  downloaded  from  the Web  of  Science  Clarivate

Analytics  (normalized  by  the  number  of  years  since  publica-
tion).

The  literature  has  defined  spin  as  ‘‘a  misrepresentation
of  study  results,  regardless  of  motive  (intentionally  or  unin-
tentionally)  that  overemphasizes  the  beneficial  effects of
the  intervention  and  overstates  safety  compared  with  that
shown  by  the  results’’  [p.  2].29 We  used a  7-item  checklist27

to detect  the presence  of  spin  in  an  abstract,  by compar-
ing  the interpretation  reported  in the  abstract  conclusion
and  title  to  the  abstract  results:  1) recommendations  not
supported  by  the findings;  2) title  claims  a  beneficial
effect  not  supported  by  the findings;  3) selective  report-
ing  of  outcomes  or  analysis;  4) conclusion  claims  safety
based  on  non-statistically  significant  results;  5) conclusion
claims  beneficial  effects  despite  high  risk  of  bias; 6) selec-
tive  reporting  of  harm outcomes;  and  7) the conclusion
extrapolates  the review’s  findings  to  a different  inter-
vention.  Each  item  was  classified  as  ‘‘yes’’  (i.e.,  spin
was  present),  ‘‘no’’  (i.e.,  spin  was  not present),  or  ‘‘not
reported’’  (i.e.,  the item  evaluated  was  not reported,  or
could  have been  omitted,  intentionally  or  not).  We  classi-
fied  the abstract  free  of spin  if none  of the seven  items was
present.

Data analysis

Data  were  reported  for  all  reviews  and  stratified  into
Cochrane  and  non-Cochrane  reviews.  We  separated  the data
for  Cochrane  and non-Cochrane  reviews,  because  previous
research  indicated  that Cochrane  reviews  of  physical  ther-
apy  interventions  have  better  reporting  and  methodological
quality  than  non-Cochrane  reviews.30 The  methodological
quality  of  reviews  was  reported  in frequencies  of  ‘‘high’’,
‘‘moderate’’,  ‘‘low’’,  and ‘‘critically  low’’  scores  (AMSTAR-
2).  We  used  IBM  SPSS  software  Version  20.0  for  all  analyses
(Boston,  MA,  USA).

Abstracts  reporting

We calculated  the percentage  of  review  abstracts  achieving
each  item  of  the  PRISMA-A,  as  well  as  mean  and  stan-
dard  deviation  (SD)  of the  ‘‘total  number  of  PRISMA-A  fully
reported  items’’.

Consistency  of reporting  comparing  abstract  to the

full text

Consistency  of  reporting  was  evaluated  by  Kappa
coefficients31 for items  2---12  of  the PRISMA-A  checklist
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Figure  1  Flow  chart  of  included  reviews.

(item  1 was  omitted  as  it relates  to  the  title).  Kappa
values  were  interpreted  using  the  following  criteria:
<0  ‘‘less  than  chance’’;  0.01---20  ‘‘slight’’;  0.21−0.40
‘‘fair’’;  0.41−0.60  ‘‘moderate’’;  0.61−0.80 ‘‘substantial’’;
and,  0.81−0.99  ‘‘almost  perfect’’  agreement.31 An  item
was  considered  consistent  if Kappa  values  were  0.61
or  higher  (i.e.,  ‘‘substantial’’  to  ‘‘almost  perfect’’
agreement).

Associations  between  quality of  abstract  reporting

and review  and journal  characteristics

We  performed  multivariate  linear  regression  analyses
to  evaluate  the  association  between  reporting  qual-
ity  of  the  abstract  and  six independent  variables.  We
built  a  multivariate  regression  model  and  included
independent  variables  achieving  P  < 0.05.  Adjusted
explained  variance  (adjusted  R2)  and Beta coefficient
(ß)  and  its  95%  confidence  intervals  (CIs)  were cal-
culated  for  each possible  variable  with  association.
Scatter  plots  of  the  ‘‘total  number  of  PRISMA-A  fully
reported  items’’  (dependent  variable)  with  each  indepen-
dent  variable  were  created  to  asses  linear  relationship
between  variables  to fit  our model.32 Coefficient  values
of  r ≥  0.7 analyzed  by  bivariate  correlation  (multi-
collinearity)  were  not  included  in our  linear  regression
model.33

Results

On 10th  of January  2018  there  were  7526  reviews
indexed  in the PEDro  database.  Our  search  retrieved  126
reviews  that  could  fulfill  our  eligibility  criteria  (Fig.  1)
and  screening  was  performed  throughout  their  full  texts.
Our  final  sample  included  66  eligible  reviews  (Supple-
mental  Online  Material  A:  https://osf.io/xfcy7/)  and  the
remaining  60  were  excluded  because  they  did not ful-
fill  our  eligibility  criteria  (Supplemental  Online  Material  B:
https://osf.io/69aw5/).  The  66  reviews  were  published  in
42  journals,  the journal  names  along  with  the JIF,  num-
ber  of  included  reviews  published  in  the journal,  open
access  policy,  and  endorsement  of  the PRISMA  for  full  text
checklist21 are presented  in Supplemental  Online  Material
C:  https://osf.io/jk7ew/.

All  included  reviews  were  published  in  English,  60%  were
open  access  (41%  of  journals  were  open  access)  and 92%
of  reviews  received  citations  (mean  number  of  citations:
4.7  ±  7.8).  Most  reviews  were  written  by  a multicenter
collaboration  (73%)  and  were  conducted  in Europe  (29%),
Oceania  (24%),  and  North  America  (21%).  The  mean  num-
ber  of  included  studies  in the reviews  was  14.4  ±  15.9,  of
which  12.6  ± 14.8  were  randomized  controlled  trials  and
1.7  ±  4.0  used  other  study  designs.  Descriptive  data  for
the  66  included  reviews,  also  separated  into  non-Cochrane
(n  =  9) and  Cochrane  (n  =  57),  are shown  in Table  1.
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Table  1  Characteristics  of the included  reviews.

Variables  Total  sample

(n  = 66)

Non-cochrane

reviews  (n = 57)

Cochrane

reviews  (n  =  9)

Age  of  review  (years)  2.1  ±  0.7  2.1  ± 0.7  2.1  ± 0.8

Published in  2015  21  (32%)  18  (32%)  3  (33%)

Published in  2016  30  (46%)  26  (46%)  4  (44%)

Published  in  2017  15  (23%)  13  (23%)  2  (22%)

JIF 2017  4.0  ±  4.8  3.6  ±  5.1  6.8  ± 0.0

Journals  with  an  impact  factor  61  (92%)  52  (91%)  9  (100%)

Journals  without  an  impact  factor  5 (8%)  5 (9%)  0  (0%)

Number of  citations  normalized  by  age 4.7  ±  7.8 4.6  ±  8.1 5.3  ± 5.8

Reviews  that  had been  cited 61  (92%) 53  (93%) 9  (100%)

Reviews  that  had not  been  cited 5  (8%) 5  (9%) 0  (0%)

Number of  words  in the abstract  #259  [208−346]  #252  [205−306]  #747  [569−836]

Maximum words  permitted  in  the  abstract  280 ± 80  259  ± 67  400  ±  0

Reviews that  had to  meet  a  word  limit  61  (92%)  52  (91%)  9  (100%)

Reviews  that  did not  have  to  meet  a  word  limit  5 (8%)  5 (9%)  0  (0%)

Reviews  published  in  journals  with  abstract  word  limits

Reviews  that  adhered  to  word  limit  25  (38%)  24  (42%)  0  (0%)

Reviews  that  used  less  words  than  the  limit  19  (29%)  19  (33%)  0  (0%)

Reviews  that  exceeded  the  limit  18  (27%)  9 (16%)  9  (100%)

Reviews  published  in journals  without  abstract  word  limits  5 (8%)  5 (9%)  0  (0%)

Abstracts  free  of  spin  13  (20%)  6 (9%)  7  (11%)

Risk of  bias  tool  used

Cochrane  risk  of  bias  tool  41  (62%)  32  (56%)  9  (100%)

Physiotherapy  Evidence  Database  scale  7 (11%)  7 (12%)  0  (0%)

Downs  and  Black  Quality  Index 2  (3%)  2 (4%)  0  (0%)

Jadad score  2 (3%)  2 (4%)  0  (0%)

Other 9 (14%)  9 (16%)  0  (0%)

Did not  use  a  risk  of  bias  tool  4 (6%)  4 (7%)  0  (0%)

Note: All data are means ± standard deviations, n  (%), and # median [25th - 75th percentile]. Journal Impact Factor (JIF).

The  AMSTAR-2  scores  for  methodological  quality  were
‘‘critically  low’’  for 50  (76%)  reviews,  ‘‘low’’  for  7
(11%),  ‘‘moderate’’  for  4 (6%),  and  ‘‘high’’  for  5  (8%).
Cochrane  reviews  had higher  methodological  quality  than
non-Cochrane  reviews.  Methodological  quality  for Cochrane
reviews  ranged  from  ‘‘moderate’’  to  ‘‘high’’,  while  method-
ological  quality  for  non-Cochrane  reviews  ranged  from
‘‘critically  low’’  to  ‘‘low’’.  AMSTAR-2  individual  items scores
are  described  in Appendix  A.

Abstracts  reporting

The  mean  of  the ‘‘total  number  of  PRISMA-A  fully  reported
items’’  was  4.9  ±  2.7  out of  12  for  all reviews,  with  4.1 ±  2.0
for  non-Cochrane  reviews  and  9.9  ±  1.1  for  Cochrane
reviews.  None  of  the reviews  adhered  to  all  12  of  the
PRISMA-A  items,  and  all  reviews  that  adhered  to  9, 10,
or  11  items  were  Cochrane  reviews  (n  =  8).  The  num-
ber  and  percentage  of full  reporting  for each item  of
PRISMA-A  is  presented  in Table 2.  For the total  sam-
ple,  the  items  with  the best  reporting  were  the  title
(88%),  objectives  (74%),  and  information  sources  (52%).
The  items  with  the lowest  reporting  were  eligibility  crite-
ria  (3%),  registration  (20%),  and  synthesis  of  results  (21%).
With  the  exception  of  the risk  of bias  item,  abstracts
of  Cochrane  reviews  had  a higher  percentage  achieve-

ment  of  all  items  compared  to  abstracts  of  non-Cochrane
reviews.  The  item  with  the  largest  absolute  percentage  dif-
ference  between  Cochrane  and  non-Cochrane  reviews  was
registration.

Consistency  of reporting  comparing  abstract  to the

full text

There  was  typically  inconsistent  reporting  between  abstract
and  full  text  with  5  PRISMA-A  items  having  kappa  val-
ues  <0.20 (slight  agreement);  3 items  with  kappa  in the
range  0.20−0.40 (fair  agreement),  1 item  in  the range
0.40−0.60  (moderate  agreement),  and  2  in the  range
0.60−0.80  (substantial  agreement)  (Table 3). Additionally,
four  of  the nine Cochrane  reviews  were  republished  in other
journals.34---37 The  republished  version  of  the reviews  had
lower  methodological  quality  and  lower  ‘‘total  number  of
PRISMA-A  fully  reported  items’’  than  the  original  Cochrane
versions.

Associations  between  abstracts  reporting  and

review and  journal characteristics

Multicollinearity  was  not  identified  among  the  variables  in
the  model.  The  multivariate  model  explained  72%  of  the
variance  in  reporting  of  abstracts  (‘‘total  number  of  PRISMA-
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Table  2  Number  and percentage  of  fully  reported  items  from  (PRISMA-A3)  for  the  abstract  section  of  the  included  reviews.

Item  Description  Total  sample

(n  =  66)

Non-cochrane

(n  = 57)

Cochrane

(n  = 9)

1.  Title  Identify  the  report  as  a  systematic

review,  meta-analysis,  or  both

57  (88%)  48  (84%)  9 (100%)

2. Objectives  The  research  question  including

components  such  as  participants,

interventions,  comparators,  and

outcomes

49 (74%)  40  (70%)  9 (100%)

3. Eligibility  criteria  Study  and  report  characteristics  used

as  criteria  for  inclusion

2  (3%)  0  (0%)  2 (22%)

4. Information

sources

Key  databases  searched  and  search

dates

34 (52%)  25  (44%)  9 (100%)

5. Risk  of  bias  Methods  of  assessing  risk  of  bias  22  (33%)  19  (33%)  3 (33%)

6. Included  studies  Number  and  type  of  included  studies

and participants  and  relevant

characteristics  of  studies

33  (50%)  24  (42%)  9 (100%)

7. Synthesis  of  results  Results  for  main  outcomes  (benefits

and  harms),  preferably  indicating  the

number  of  studies  and  participants

for each.  If  meta-analysis  was  done,

include  summary  measures  and

confidence  intervals

14  (21%)  6  (11%)  8 (89%)

8. Description  of  the

effect

Direction  of  the  effect  (i.e.,  which

group is favored)  and size  of  the

effect in terms  meaningful  to

clinicians  and  patients

22  (33%)  16  (28%)  6 (67%)

9. Strengths  and

Limitations  of

evidence

Brief  summary  of strengths  and

limitations  of  evidence  (e.g.,

inconsistency,  imprecision,

indirectness,  or  risk  of bias,  other

supporting  or conflicting  evidence)

33  (50%)  24  (42%)  9 (100%)

10. Interpretation General  interpretation  of  the  results

and important  implications

19  (29%) 12  (21%)  7 (78%)

11. Funding  Primary  source  of  funding  for  the

review

25  (38%)  16  (28%)  9 (100%)

12. Registration  Registration  number  and  registry

name

13  (20%)  4  (7.0%)  9 (100%)

Note: Data are described in n (%). PRISMA-A, Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses for abstracts checklist.

A  fully  reported  items’’),  as  presented  in  Table  4.  Higher
reporting  quality  of  abstracts  was  associated  with  higher
JIF  (ß  0.20;  95%  CI:  0.06,  0.35),  greater  number  of  words
in  the  abstract  (ß 0.01;  95%  CI: 0.00,  0.01),  and higher
review  methodological  quality  (dummy  variable  ‘critically
low’  with  ß  -3.06;  95%  CI: −5.30,  −0.82).  Abstract  report-
ing  quality  was  not associated  with  journal  endorsement
of  the  PRISMA  for  full  texts  checklist,21 number  of  cita-
tions,  and  abstracts  free  of  spin  of  information.  In  summary,
this  model  explained  that  in most  cases  the ‘‘total  num-
ber  of  PRISMA-A  fully  reported  items’’  would  be around
5.54  (constant)  points  out of  12.  The  ‘‘total  number  of
PRISMA-A  fully  reported  items’’  would  increase  0.20  points
for  every  additional  point in terms  of  JIF,  would  increase  0.01
points  for  each additional  word  in the abstract,  and  would

decrease  3.06  points  for  reviews  with  critically  low method-
ological  quality  compared  to  a high  methodological  quality
review.’’

Discussion

Our sample  of SRs  evaluating  physical  therapy  interven-
tions  for LBP  exhibited  low  reporting  quality  of  abstracts
plus  inconsistencies  between  the  abstract  and  the full  text.
Abstracts  with  higher  reporting  quality  were  published  in
journals  with  higher  impact  factor,  had  greater  number  of
words,  and  were  reviews  of  higher  methodological  qual-
ity.  Abstracts  of  Cochrane  reviews  had  higher  reporting
quality  and  higher  methodological  quality  compared  to non-
Cochrane  reviews.
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Table  3  Consistency  between  abstracts  and  full  texts  for

each item  of  the  PRISMA-A.3 based  on  Kappa  coefficient  for

66 reviews.

Item  Kappa  coefficient  (95%  CI)

1.  Title  *Not  applicable

2. Objectives  0.69  (0.50,  0.87)

3.  Eligibility  criteria  0.05  (-0.02,  0.12)

4.  Information  sources  0.07  (-0.02,  0.16)

5.  Risk  of  bias  0.15  (0.04,  0.25)

6.  Included  studies 0.13  (-0.01,  0.27)

7.  Synthesis  of  results 0.48  (0.29,  0.66)

8.  Description  of  the

effect

0.32  (0.16,  0.47)

9.  Strengths  and

Limitations  of

evidence

0.18 (0.04,  0.32)

10.  Interpretation  0.27  (0.11,  0.42)

11.  Funding  0.38  (0.22,  0.53)

12.  Registration  0.61  (0.42,  0.80)

Note: Item 1 in the PRISMA-A3 was considered as ‘Not applica-
ble’ because it is related to the title. Items shaded in grey are
classified as being ‘‘consistent’’ (Kappa value 0.61 or higher).
PRISMA-A, Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses for abstracts checklist.

Abstracts  of  SRs  of physical  therapy interventions  for
LBP  exhibited  similar  reporting  quality  as  has  been reported
for  other  healthcare  areas,24,38,39 with  reporting  being  par-
ticularly  poor  for  the  treatment  effects,  harms,  dates
of  search,  assessment  of  risk  of  bias, and  review  reg-
istration.  Our  comparison  of  the abstracts  of  Cochrane
and  non-Cochrane  reviews  is  also  consistent  with  previous
studies  that  indicated  that  Cochrane  reviews  have  higher
methodological  quality30 and  better  reporting  quality40 com-
pared  to non-Cochrane  reviews.  These  differences  may
be  due  to  the  rigorous  editorial  processes  and  higher

number  of  words  permitted  in the abstracts  of  Cochrane
reviews.40

Reporting  quality  of  abstracts  could  be improved  by
changing  journal  editorial  policies  regarding  the  abstract
word  count, use  of  the  PRISMA-A  checklist,  and  by  provid-
ing  training  for  editors, reviewers,  and authors.  We  strongly
encourage  journal  editors  to  increase  the abstract  word
count8 (possibly  to  400 words)  and  direct  more  attention
to  abstracts  during  the  peer review  process.  Journal  edi-
tors  could  be more  flexible  with  authors  exceeding  abstract
word  count  once  all  information  needed  is  reported.  We
would  encourage  journals  to  ask  authors  to  complete  the
PRISMA-A  and PRISMA  for  full  texts  checklist21 and to  encour-
age  reviewers  to  use  these  checklists  during the review
process.  Additionally,  awareness  of the PRISMA-A  could
be  enhanced  by  adding a reference  to  the  abstract  sec-
tion  of  the  PRISMA  for  full  texts,41,42 as  occurs  for  the
CONSORT  for  full  text  checklist.43 Universities  could  con-
tribute  to  solutions  by  educating  students  about  proper
reporting  in  research  studies  and  existence  of research
reporting  checklists.  Finally,  we  advise  authors  to  write  the
abstract  only  after  completing  the full  text  to  ensure  bet-
ter  consistency  between  abstracts  and  corresponding  full
text.

Study strengths  and  limitations

The  major  strengths  of  our  study  were the  tools  used
to  evaluate  reporting  and  methodological  quality,  which
have  been created by  well-known  and  highly  respected
methodological  research  groups.3,23 On  the other  hand,
our  findings  may  only  apply  to  SRs  evaluating  physical
therapy  interventions  for  LBP  and may  not  be general-
ized  to  abstracts  of  SRs  in general.  Also,  we  searched  the
journals’  instructions  to  authors  between  March  and  May
2018, which  could  probably  have changed  from  when  the
authors  of  the  analyzed  reviews  searched  such  journals’
instructions.

Table  4  Multivariate  model  of associations  between  review  characteristics  and  the  ‘‘total  number  of  PRISMA-A  fully  reported

items’’ (n  =  66).

Multivariate  Regression

Dependent  variable  Adjusted  R2 =  0.72

Total  number  of  PRISMA-A

fully  reported  items

Constant  = 5.54

95%  CI  =  2.46,  8.61

Independent  variables ß  95%  CI  P

PRISMA for  full  texts  checklist21 endorsement  −0.74  −1.64,  0.17  0.11

Number of  citations  −0.04  −0.13,  0.05  0.38

2017 Journal  Impact  Factor  0.20  0.06,  0.35  *0.01

Number of  words  in the abstract  0.01  0.00,  0.01  *0.03

Abstracts free  of  spin  0.79  −0.41,  1.99  0.19

Methodological  quality  score

High Reference  variable  Reference  variable

Moderate  0.06  −1.91,  2.04  0.95

Low −0.75  −3.31,  1.81  0.56

Critically low  −3.06  −5.30,  -0.82  *0.01

Note: PRISMA: Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses; *Values with P <0.05; CI = Confidence Interval.
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Conclusion

The  abstracts  of SRs  in physical  therapy  for  LBP  were  poorly
reported  and inconsistent  with  the full  text.  The  report-
ing  quality  of abstracts  was  higher  in journals  with  a  higher
impact  factor,  in abstracts  with  a  greater  number  of  words,
and when  the review  was  of  higher  methodological  qual-
ity.  Our  recommendations  are targeted  to  journal  editorial
policies  (including  increasing  the word  count  in  abstracts,
compulsory  use  of the PRISMA-A,  and  compulsory  provi-
sion  of  training  programs  for editors  and  reviewers).  For
authors  we  suggest writing  the abstract  after  the full  text
has  been  completed,  to  ensure better  reporting  and consis-
tency  between  abstracts  and  corresponding  full  texts.
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