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Madam, 
Sir, 
 

Number of Words in Abstracts and Front Page Drawings 

 
1. This Circular is addressed to your Office in its capacity as a receiving Office, 
International Searching Authority and International Preliminary Examining Authority and/or 
designated or elected Office under the Patent Cooperation Treaty (PCT).  It is also being 
sent to certain non-governmental organizations representing users of the PCT System. 

Background 

2. The PCT Working Group, at its ninth session, held in Geneva from May 17 to 20, 2016, 
discussed a working document titled “Number of Words in Abstracts and Front Page 
Drawings” (document PCT/WG/9/16).  This working document shows that a large proportion 
of international applications are published with abstracts which fall well outside the 
recommended range of lengths and with significant quantities of text in the drawing chosen 
for the front page of the published international application.  This results in increased 
translation and processing costs, but also raises the question of whether the abstract and 
drawing published on the front page might often not be optimal for the purpose of effective 
searching. 

3. The objective of the abstract is set out in Rule 8.3 as follows: 

“The abstract shall be so drafted that it can efficiently serve as a scanning tool for 
purposes of searching in the particular art, especially by assisting the scientist, 
engineer or researcher in formulating an opinion on whether there is a need for 
consulting the international application itself.” 
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4. The Working Group document sought views on whether the abstracts (including any 
accompanying drawing) were typically sufficient to meet the above objectives, as well as 
various issues aimed at allowing quality to be improved and/or costs reduced. 

5. Paragraphs 110 to 116 of the Summary by the Chair of the session (document 
PCT/WG/9/27) outline the discussions of this proposal and the follow-up agreed by the PCT 
Working Group, as follows: 

“110. Discussions were based on document PCT/WG/9/16. 

“111. Several delegations representing Offices which acted as International Searching 
Authorities stated that the content and quality of the abstract and the selection of the 
accompanying figure were ultimately the responsibility of the International Searching 
Authority and that it was necessary for the Authorities to ensure that they met the 
appropriate standards and, where possible, to select drawings without too much text. 

“112. Several delegations confirmed that there were significant difficulties for applicants 
and Offices in judging whether the length of abstracts established in languages other 
than English fell within the guideline set out in Rule 8.1(b) and suggested that improved 
guidance on this subject would be useful.  One delegation pointed out that there was 
no direct evidence to prove the connection between the number of words in abstracts 
and high quality as well as the different characters of different languages should be 
considered.  Delegations recalled that it was important to remember that “50 to 
150 words” was only a guideline and that in some cases shorter or longer abstracts 
could be appropriate and of high quality.  On the other hand, one delegation suggested 
that a strict limit might be enforced by receiving Offices, requiring the applicant to 
correct the abstract if falling outside a range established for each language.  However 
another delegation stated that such a restrictive approach would not be desirable. 

“113. Many delegations noted that methods of searching had changed considerably 
since Rule 8 had been written.  Several delegations indicated that their Offices relied 
mainly on full text searching using text highlighting functions and machine translations, 
with limited use of abstracts prepared for search purposes.  Nevertheless, other Offices 
and some patent information users relied heavily on abstracts for searching, noting that 
search facilities freely available to many users were less sophisticated than tools used 
by search examiners or other professional searchers.  It was therefore important to 
understand the needs of all users of the abstract and accompanying drawing in order to 
determine suitable content and quality. 

“114. One delegation suggested that a more relaxed approach might be appropriate for 
translation of text in drawings in some cases.  For example, at present, applications 
filed in German sometimes included drawings with text in English, which the receiving 
Office requested to be replaced with translations into German and the International 
Bureau might translate one of the figures back into English.  Perhaps, in some cases, 
the English language technical terms in the figures might be appropriate for all 
languages. 

“115. In response to a query from one delegation, the International Bureau confirmed 
that the text in figures accompanying the abstract was currently made available only in 
image format and not in searchable form, both in the original language and any 
translation. 
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“116. The Working Group agreed that the International Bureau should issue a 
Circular inviting more detailed feedback on the issues set out in paragraph 23 of 
document PCT/WG/9/16, especially from designated Offices and representatives 
of applicants and patent information users, to help inform discussions to take 
place at the next session of the Meeting of International Authorities. 

Distribution of Numbers of Words 

6. Document PCT/WG/9/16 provided an overview of the numbers of words found in 
abstracts and drawings, showing the significant variation by language of publication.  Such a 
variation was to be expected, noting that the recommended length of the abstract is defined 
in terms of the number of words when translated into English, which is not something which 
can be reliably determined by the applicant or International Searching Authority.  Annex I to 
this Circular presents further breakdowns, noting variations by technical sector and by 
International Searching Authority. 

7. The charts showing distribution of abstract lengths by International Searching Authority 
show sudden changes in shape around the 150 word mark for some Authorities which work 
largely in the English language.  Given that this change is not as marked for all such 
Authorities or for the English language publications as a whole, this might imply that those 
Authorities check the lengths of abstracts and encourage their examiners to amend very long 
abstracts. 

8. The charts showing distribution of abstract length and number of words in drawings by 
technology sector demonstrate, unsurprisingly, that there are very large variations across 
subject matter.  Chemical applications typically have much shorter abstracts than other 
applications (though the word count does not include any chemical formulae which may 
appear).  Electrical engineering is significantly more likely than other sectors to have large 
numbers of words in the drawing chosen to accompany the abstract.  More detailed analysis1 
shows that the variation between fields of technology within these sectors is generally much 
smaller, save between the areas of electrical engineering in which inventions are, or are not, 
commonly represented in terms of flowcharts. 

Effects of Numbers of Words on Publication and Database Views 

9. Clearly, the number of words in the abstract is not a direct indicator of quality – some 
inventions can be well described in very few words, whereas for others a lengthy description 
may be essential.  However, the proportion outside the recommended range is large and, in 
addition to the cost of translating long abstracts and the administrative costs of preparing 
translated drawings, large numbers of words may cause difficulties in presentation, reducing 
the value of the information.  Unless the information is provided in useful formats and actively 
used, the costs of translation and associated administrative activities are difficult to justify. 

10. The abstracts and accompanying drawings are made available in several formats.  
They appear in printed form on the front page of the published international application in 
both English and the language of publication.  They appear on PATENTSCOPE in English, 
French and the language of publication – the abstract text is searchable, whereas any text in 
the drawing is not.  Abstracts and accompanying drawings are made available to national 
Offices and patent information providers to use in other systems and different concerns may 
apply to different modes of use. 

 

/... 

 

                                                
1
  available from the WIPO website at http://www.wipo.int/pct/en/circulars/ 
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11. Annex II to this Circular reproduces the examples of abstracts and drawings 
accompanying the abstract on the front page of the published international application from 
the Annex to document PCT/WG/9/16.  These cover a range of languages of publication and 
with various quantities of text, extracted from the front pages of published international 
applications within the sample and presented at approximately their original size.  The 
examples were selected randomly from publications with particular characteristics and are 
intended to show the ease of reading information in different cases, rather than to represent 
examples of good or bad abstracts as such. 

Issues 

12. The International Bureau would welcome comments and suggestions from Offices 
(including in their roles as receiving Offices and designated Offices) and from user groups on 
issues concerning abstracts and accompanying drawings.  The aim is to clarify the needs of 
different users of abstracts, as well as to identify possible areas of work to improve the 
quality of abstracts and, if possible, to reduce costs of translation and processing. 

13. Suggested issues for comment, based largely on the questions set out in paragraph 23 
of document PCT/WG/9/16, include: 

(a) Is the quality of abstracts typically sufficient to meet the objective set out in 
Rule 8.3? 

(b) Is the length of an abstract a useful guide to how useful it is likely to be and, if so, 
would it be valuable to set up systems to refer back cases falling outside the guidelines 
for confirmation or adjustment? 

(c) Is a drawing with large quantities of text useful as an item accompanying the 
abstract for the purpose set out in Rule 8.3 if, as is done at present, the translated text 
is set out at the side with reference letters and numerals to associate it with the 
relevant text in the original language drawing? 

(d) Are abstracts still used in the same way for searching and browsing as when the 
PCT Rules were written? 

(e) Are the French versions of front page drawings significantly used in relation to 
international applications published in other languages? 

(f) What might be done to encourage applicants to file better quality abstracts and 
drawings with an absolute minimum of text? 

(g) Should special systems be provided to better handle flowcharts or any other form 
of “drawing” which is likely to contain large quantities of text? 

(h) Do the answers to these questions differ significantly according to technical field, 
language or other issues? 

(i) What further analysis might be needed to understand and address the problem 
properly? 

 

/... 
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Responses to this Circular 

14. The International Bureau seeks comments on the issues raised in paragraph 13, 
above.  

15. Responses should be sent, preferably by e-mail to Mr. Claus Matthes, Senior Director, 
PCT Legal and International Affairs Department (claus.matthes@wipo.int;  
fax:  (+41-22) 338 7150) by December 31, 2016.  The results will be used to assist 
discussions in the Meeting of International Authorities under the PCT and the PCT Working 
Group.  

Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
John Sandage 
Deputy Director General 

 

huberr
Stamp
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ANNEX I 
 

BREAKDOWNS OF LENGTH OF ABSTRACT 
AND NUMBER OF WORDS IN ACCOMPANYING DRAWINGS 

 
 

NOTE ON METHODOLOGY 

1. The following breakdowns represent an analysis of the abstracts and accompanying 
drawings in international applications published from January to June 2015, excluding cases 
where a declaration was made under Article 17(2)(a) that no international search report 
would be established and no abstract was established (cases with such a declaration are 
included where an abstract was established). 

2. The lengths of abstracts are based on the abstract in English or as translated into 
English. 

3. The number of words in drawings is based on the number of words recorded in the 
International Bureau’s database for the English language version of the drawing or, where 
that information is not available, for the French language version of the drawing (for most 
drawings which are originally in English, the words are not transcribed into the database in 
English and only the text of the French translation is available).  This number is frequently 
slightly higher than the actual number of words in the original drawing (or their English 
language equivalent) since it includes as words any reference letters and numerals which the 
International Bureau has needed to add in order to associate the text with the appropriate 
part of the drawing. 

4. The technical sector (and field for the more detailed breakdowns available on the 
WIPO website) for any particular international application is determined according to the 
values in the WIPO technology concordance table for the first IPC code appearing on the 
application.  No partial counting is made for international applications with IPCs crossing 
different sectors and fields. 

KEY FIGURES FOR LENGTH OF ABSTRACT 

Table 1:  Across total sample 

Total 

number in 

sample 

Percentage 

<50 words 

Percentage 

>150 words 

Mean 

words 

Min words Median 

words 

Max 

words 

112931 7.2 25.5 122.8 5 120 720 
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Table 2:  By International Searching Authority 

ISA Number 

using ISA 

Percentage 

<50 words 

Percentage 

>150 words 

Mean 

words 

Min 

words 

Median 

words 

Max 

words 

EP 42766 9.4 22.9 118.9 5 115 669 

JP 21969 2.1 38.5 137.8 14 136 461 

KR 16194 8.0 14.1 111.6 11 106 720 

CN 14167 2.9 47.1 147.1 8 148 441 

US 10669 12.7 1.7 96.5 8 98 353 

AU 1450 11.5 12.7 101.4 9 97 375 

RU 1368 8.8 30.5 131.7 6 131 584 

CA 1242 8.1 8.3 106.3 15 108.5 309 

SE 763 3.1 37.0 140.0 27 135 619 

ES 742 6.2 16.6 115.4 16 116 379 

IL 522 13.8 8.2 102.6 18 101 373 

FI 292 3.1 22.3 121.2 24 114 334 

BR 278 7.2 28.8 127.7 25 116 501 

IN 253 24.9 7.1 94.9 11 91 444 

XN 117 3.4 41.9 140.3 25 138 344 

AT 113 6.2 32.7 129.9 24 129 295 

CL 25 4.0 28.0 126.2 48 124 226 

EG 1 0.0 100.0 179.0 179 179 179 

Table 3:  By Technology Sector 

Sector Number 

in sector 

Percentage 

<50 words 

Percentage 

>150 words 

Mean 

words 

Min 

words 

Median 

words 

Max 

words 

Electrical 

engineering 

38574 2.9 26.3 128.4 5 127 545 

Chemistry 25578 19.6 14.3 96.4 6 88 669 

Mechanical 

engineering 

22546 3.8 33.8 135.4 7 132 720 

Instruments 17806 4.7 28.0 128.9 7 127 637 

Other fields 8427 4.1 28.0 130.7 6 125 691 

Table 4:  By Language of Publication 

Lang of 

pub 

Number in 

lang of pub 

Percentage 

<50 words 

Percentage 

>150 words 

Mean 

words 

Min 

words 

Median 

words 

Max 

words 

EN 58694 10.9 11.6 106.8 5 105 636 

JA 21489 2.0 39.1 138.4 14 137 461 

ZH 11825 1.6 54.1 154.3 14 156 441 

DE 9247 6.1 39.1 138.9 11 132 669 

KO 6170 5.8 30.5 130.2 12 118 720 

FR 3753 4.4 28.4 126.8 7 126 452 

ES 897 5.8 17.5 116.8 16 118 379 

RU 558 2.0 62.4 170.4 22 172 584 

PT 296 6.1 28.4 129.1 25 117.5 501 

AR 2 0.0 50.0 224.5 111 224.5 338 
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KEY FIGURES FOR WORDS IN DRAWINGS 

Table 5:  Across Total Sample 

Number in 

total 

Percentage with 

words in title 

Percentage >10 

words 

Percentage >100 

words 

Mean 

words 

Max words 

112931 31.3 31.3 3.7 17.1 609 

Table 6:  By International Searching Authority 

ISA Number 

nominating ISA 

Percentage with 

words in title 

Percentage 

>10 words 

Percentage 

>100 words 

Mean 

words 

Max 

words 

EP 42766 20.9 20.9 2.1 10.8 609 

JP 21969 32.5 32.5 1.5 14.4 301 

KR 16194 40.2 40.2 3.4 19.7 479 

CN 14167 49.6 49.6 13.5 39.1 564 

US 10669 38.0 38.0 3.2 18.4 545 

AU 1450 24.5 24.5 2.3 11.7 250 

RU 1368 19.3 19.3 1.5 9.6 301 

CA 1242 33.6 33.6 3.1 16.6 502 

SE 763 24.4 24.4 2.5 13.4 190 

ES 742 6.7 6.7 0.0 2.6 87 

IL 522 30.8 30.8 1.5 13.9 248 

FI 292 31.2 31.2 6.5 18.7 238 

BR 278 10.1 10.1 0.7 5.3 303 

IN 253 20.9 20.9 2.8 13.5 461 

XN 117 9.4 9.4 1.7 7.2 240 

AT 113 13.3 13.3 0.0 5.9 87 

CL 25 20.0 20.0 0.0 4.2 39 

EG 1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0 

Table 7:  By Technology Sector 

Sector Number 

in sector 

Percentage with 

words in title 

Percentage 

>10 words 

Percentage 

>100 words 

Mean 

words 

Max 

words 

Electrical 

engineering 

38574 57.1 57.1 8.6 34.7 564 

Chemistry 25578 19.3 19.3 0.7 7.2 609 

Mechanical 

engineering 

22546 12.4 12.4 0.9 5.8 574 

Instruments 17806 26.5 26.5 2.2 13.0 461 

Other fields 8427 10.3 10.3 0.9 5.3 375 
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Table 8:  By Language of Publication 

Lang of 

pub 

Number in 

lang of pub 

Percentage with 

words in title 

Percentage 

>10 words 

Percentage 

>100 words 

Mean 

words 

Max 

words 

EN 58694 33.7 33.7 3.9 18.2 574 

JA 21489 32.2 32.2 1.4 14.1 301 

ZH 11825 46.6 46.6 12.6 36.6 564 

DE 9247 3.6 3.6 0.1 1.5 193 

KO 6170 38.6 38.6 1.5 15.6 288 

FR 3753 6.7 6.7 0.4 3.0 609 

ES 897 6.9 6.9 0.1 2.8 140 

RU 558 5.0 5.0 0.9 3.1 142 

PT 296 9.8 9.8 0.7 5.0 303 

AR 2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0 

 

DISTRIBUTION OF ABSTRACT LENGTHS AND NUMBERS OF WORDS IN DRAWINGS 

5. In the charts showing the distribution of abstract lengths and number of words in 
drawings within different breakdowns, the line shows the cumulative total proportions – that 
is, any point on a line shows the proportion of international applications in the relevant 
category for which the number of words in the abstract or in the drawing is the indicated 
number or less. 

6. Each chart shows the distributions of numbers of words in abstracts or drawings 
broken down by different categories.  Some categories may span multiple charts to avoid too 
many lines on a single chart.  The charts by International Searching Authority and Language 
are split according to decreasing number of international applications for the category within 
the sample.  The charts show only lines where the number of international applications in the 
relevant category is greater than 50;  below this threshold the statistical variations are too 
great to identify meaningful trends. 

7. Each chart includes a black dotted “total” line showing the distribution across all 
categories. 
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ANNEX II 
 

EXAMPLES OF ABSTRACTS AND DRAWINGS 
FROM FRONT PAGES OF INTERNATIONAL APPLICATIONS 

WHERE THE DRAWING CONTAINS VARIOUS QUANTITIES OF TEXT 
 

EXAMPLE 1:  ABSTRACT TEXT WITHIN RECOMMENDED RANGE;  SINGLE 

TRANSLATED WORD IN ACCOMPANYING FIGURE 
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EXAMPLE 2:  ABSTRACT TEXT OVER 400 WORDS 
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EXAMPLE 3:  VERY SHORT ABSTRACT, MORE TEXT IN ACCOMPANYING DRAWING

 

EXAMPLE 4:  VERY LARGE QUANTITIES OF TEXT IN ACCOMPANYING DRAWING

 

 
 

[End of Annex II and of Circular] 


