
Abstracts 101: the nuts and bolts 
of writing an effective abstract

CVRI Workshops, 2021
Gagan Bajaj, PhD
Research Development
Office of the Vice President for Research



Objectives

• Purpose of an abstract
• Types of abstracts
• What to include

• …and what to leave out
• Conference abstracts

• Dissecting a conference abstract 
• When to write the abstract

• …and the process 



“A good abstract is like a postcard-sized reprint of a famous work of art: 
It captures and illustrates the entire research picture without leaving the 

reader puzzled or confused.”

Abstract Killers: How Not to Kill a Grant Application, Part Two
https://www.science.org/content/article/abstract-killers-how-not-kill-grant-application-part-two

https://www.science.org/content/article/abstract-killers-how-not-kill-grant-application-part-two


Purpose of an Abstract
• After the title, the abstract is the second-most-read part of your article. 
• It can expedite peer review for your manuscript

• Editors use your abstract when they first assess your article.
• Prospective reviewers see it when they decide whether to accept an invitation to review.  

• Conference abstracts are even higher stakes! 
• It can mean the difference between a poster and an oral presentation. 

• First introduction to your work for your peers. PubMed and Google Scholar and other databases.
• Other researchers will use it to evaluate your work for inclusion in systematic reviews and meta-

analysis.
• The abstract influences keyword search results. 
• It should be a concise stand-alone piece that accurately represents your research.



Types of abstracts: intended audience
Grant abstracts
• Forward looking, proposed work

• Persuasive (ahem!)

• Hypothesis-driven or needs based

• Aligned with sponsor goals

• Goal-oriented

Article and Conference abstracts
• Summarize work that is already completed

• Informative

• Conclusion-driven

• Scholarly pursuit

• Story-oriented



Types of abstracts: what to include
Grant abstracts
• What do you intend to do?

• Why is the work important?

• What has already been done?

• What are the gaps

• How are you going to do the work?

Article and Conference abstracts
• What is currently known?

• What is the study and why did you do it?

• Methods – What did you do?

• Results – What did you find?

• Conclusions – What did you conclude?



Types of abstracts: presentation

• Structured

• Unstructured



The Dos
•Check guidelines for word and character limits

•Write for your audience. 

•Highlight key results, conclusions, and take-home messages.

•Write your paper first, then create the abstract as a summary.

•Write from the bottom up (results and conclusions first, then methods and intro)

•Read guidelines (structured vs unstructured? Required subheadings?)

•Pepper with keywords or phrases with indexing databases in mind.

•Spelling and grammatical errors. 

•Complete picture (but keep it concise). 

How to Write an Abstract
https://plos.org/resource/how-to-write-a-great-abstract/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Are they specialists in your specific field? Are they cross-disciplinary? Are they non-specialists? If you’re writing for a general audience, or your research could be of interest to the public, keep your language as straightforward as possible. 

https://plos.org/resource/how-to-write-a-great-abstract/


..and the Don’ts

•Sensationalize your research.

•Speculate about where this research might lead in the future.

•Use unnecessary or lesser-known abbreviations or acronyms

•Repeat yourself unnecessarily, eg. “Methods: We used X technique. Results: Using X technique, 

we found…”

•Contradict anything in the rest of your manuscript.

•Include content that isn’t also covered in the main manuscript.

•Include citations or references.

How to Write an Abstract
https://plos.org/resource/how-to-write-a-great-abstract/

https://plos.org/resource/how-to-write-a-great-abstract/


Conference Abstracts
1.Write a strong title.

• Consider stating your main goal in the title
• Keep it short
• Include essential keywords 
• Consider posing it as a question.

2.Familiarize the reader with the background.
• Bring reader up to speed
• Identify gaps
• Rework the hypothesis or conclusion as a gap

3.Explain what you set out to investigate.
• Clearly and concisely specify the gap in knowledge that you aim to fill.

4.Report the main findings.
• main results and 
• briefly mention the methods and experimental setup/model. 

5.Conclusions and future perspectives.
• briefly discuss possible conclusions with the data you already have. 
• do not over-speculate! 
• Reiterate importance of the work

Writing a great abstract: tips from an Editor
https://febs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/1873-3468.13304

https://febs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/1873-3468.13304




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Why this works: hypothesis in opening sentence (quickly get to the point, lay expectations). Knowledge gap (linked back to what was discussed as a possible hypothesis). Getting even more granular on knowledge gap. Hypothesis—detailed. Experimental model-well defined. Parameters –well defined. Primary end point (relevant to results) clearly spelled out. Results are detailed, comprehensive. Key results are substantiated with a figure. Conclusion—concise, to-the-point; no hyperbole!! 





When should I write the abstract?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is akin to asking which came first—the chicken or the egg. The fact is that you can’t write a good abstract till you have your grant, manuscript, or poster written up, because you have to see the whole picture before you can boil it down to that perfect summary. At the very least, you should have your results and conclusion written up before you start.



The process
• BEFORE YOU START: Re-read the entire manuscript/grant. Use a highlighter. For conference 

abstracts, lay out each figure and associated results. 

• STRUCTURE: Build a structured outline, regardless of whether the abstract is structured or not.

• START: Either start with a copy of the entire manuscript, or a concept paper or a specific aims 

page. Turn on track changes and cut, cut, cut….

• EDIT: "You might be making an interesting point, but it might not be relevant". 

• Learning to let go of extraneous words is always the hardest. 

• Start with the relatively “dry”/ “reporting” type of language: eg, the results and conclusion. 

• Use the remaining word or character limit to write your introduction. 

• Mad-libs exercise to follow…



Questions??
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