
Top tips for abstract writing 
 
What is an abstract? The abstract is a succinct summary of your research project, including 
stating the specific question you explored, the methodology used, results obtained and the 
conclusions drawn from it. This is your chance to capture the most important messages from 
your presentation or paper, plus convey some of the context for why you initially embarked 
on the project and why your findings matter. 
 
Your abstract might be the hardest part to write. Typically, you will have 100-150 words to 
play with. For such a short burst of text, abstracts can be deceptively tricky to compose. 
Writing the abstract last can be a huge help: you can take a birds-eye view over the finished 
project and pick out the most salient aspects, in addition to how it complements the rest of 
the research landscape.  
State the research problem and context. Why did you embark on the project? Colleagues 
even slightly outside your specialism might not appreciate the problems you set out to solve 
or the significance of your work. A quick sentence to contextualize this is essential to capture 
their interest and justify why your project is important.  
Appeal to a wide variety of readers. Abstracts are an opportunity to attract an audience 
who might be flicking through a conference booklet or scrolling through hits from an online 
database. The abstract gives them a taste of the project, allowing them to decide if they 
want to invest in reading your paper or attending your presentation. 
Summarize your main results. The main findings belong in the abstract. Depending on your 
project type, it might be appropriate to deliver quantitative results at specific endpoints (e.g. 
in a clinical trial setting) or a more qualitative description of your findings might be better 
(e.g. if you have collected thematic interviews from patients).  
Subheadings can guide the reader. Using subheadings can signpost the reader to the key 
points you want to make and let them zoom in on aspects they might be more interested in. 
Avoid first-person pronouns and use active verbs! Focus on active verbs that describe what 
the project did and achieved (e.g. This study examines… This project explored…), rather than 
using I/we. 
Keep it concise. Short and sweet is the motto for abstracts. Try to dedicate a similar 
percentage of abstract space to methods, results, discussion etc. as in the actual paper or 
presentation. Avoid repeating phrases from the title in the abstract: words are precious! 
 
Extra bits! 
 
Author list. Usually the most senior researcher or supervisor is last on the list, whereas the 
first author on the list typically performed the bulk of the research 
Author Affiliations. Remember to cite all authors and their relevant 
institutions/hospital/organisation.  
Keywords. Once published, your abstract may be indexed in an online database. Keywords 
help future researchers to extract relevant abstracts from hundreds of thousands of entries. 
A keyword can be a single word – but ideally is a short few-word phrase (e.g. single-cell 
biology, acute myeloid leukaemia, prognostic factors) – that describes the topic covered or 
the methods used in your study that you could imagine typing into a search bar.  
Grants/acknowledgements. Some conference or paper submissions will ask for a quick 
summary of funding agencies and grant codes that supported your work 
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