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Abstract writing for beginners 

• What is an abstract 
• Who writes it 
• For what purposes 
• Who reads it 
• Different types of 

abstract 
• What to include 
• What not to include 
• Some examples 



What is an abstract? 

• A short, self-contained, powerful summary of 
an article, paper or thesis; 

• Length: between 150 and 250 words; 

• Layout: usually one – 3 single paragraphs; font 
size is different from the main text; 

• Position: usually at the beginning of the paper 
(but it can appear elsewhere, e.g. in book of 
abstracts or on-line); 



What is an abstract? (Continued) 

• An original document, not a collection of 
quotations taken from the text it summarizes, 
i.e. it must stand alone. 

• It does not contain vague statements which 
force the reader to refer to the main text. 

 



Who writes it? 

• Usually first author of 

paper,  

• Sometimes 

professional writers, 

who abstract books 

and articles for a wide 

audience. 



Who reads it? 

• Same-field professionals 
looking for further 
information; 

• Health care providers 
having to evaluate future 
specialists’ 
achievements; 

• Students charting 
research in a given area. 



Different types of abstract 

• Abstracts are usually divided 
into two main categories: 

• DESCRIPTIVE   AND   
INFORMATIVE 

• Descriptive abstracts describe: 

– What the text is about 

– The issues or problems explored 

– The purpose and methodology 
of the research 



Different types of abstract (continued) 

• Format of your abstract will depend on the 
work being submitted; 

• An abstract of a scientific research paper will 
contain elements not found in an abstract of a 
literature article, and vice versa; 

• However, all abstracts share several 
mandatory components. 



Different types of abstract (continued) 

• Informative abstracts describe: 

– What the text is about 

– The issues or problems explored 

– The purpose and methodology of the research 

– The results 

– The conclusion and recommendations 

 



Different types of abstract (continued) 

• Descriptive abstracts are often written before a 
project is completed; 

• Emphasis is placed on the problem and method; 

• They may be required for conference paper 
proposals or for progress reports; 

• Informative abstracts are written after a project has 
been completed; 

• Emphasis is placed on the results and conclusion of 
the project. 



Writing an abstract 

• Plan your abstract in  in six 
steps 

• Then use these to structure the 
entire abstract/paper/thesis 

• This technique clarifies 
thinking and leads to a final 
sentence that summarizes why 
your research findings matters 

 



1. Introduction. In one 
sentence, what’s the 

topic? 

• Phrase abstract in a way that 
readers/audience will understand 

• Assume they are familiar with general field of 
research  

• Be specific about what topic your addressing 



The Title is important 

• Good titles (typically 10–12 words) use descriptive 
terms /phrases that accurately highlight the content 
of the paper 
 
• Journal websites and search engines use the words 
in titles to categorize and display articles to interested 
readers,  
 
•Readers use the title as the first step to determining 
whether or not to read an article. 



2. What’s the problem 

• What’s the key research question-  Again, in 
one sentence ? 

• State the central question you want to address 

• First sentence introduced overall topic, so you 
can build on that, and focus on one key 
question within that topic 



3. Summarize why nobody has adequately 
answered research question yet 

• Explain that there’s one particular 
approach that nobody else tried 
yet 

• There is a gap in the literature! 

• Use a phrase such as “previous 
work has failed to address…”. 

• Explain in a few words the general 
message expressed in terms of 
what’s missing 



4. Explain, in one sentence, how you tackled 
the research question 

• What’s your big new idea? 

• What’s the new perspective 

you have adopted?  

• What’s your overall view on 

the question you introduced 

in step 2 



5 - In one sentence, how did you conduct the 
research that follows from your big idea. 

• Did you conduct 
experiments?  

• Carry out case studies? 

• Conduct a patient survey? 

• Describe your methods here. 

• In a sentence that you could 
read aloud without having to 
stop for breath 



6- As a single sentence, what’s the key 
impact of your abstract/research? 

• What does it mean? 

• Why should people care? 

• What conclusions did you 
draw? 

• Summary of implications for 
practice? 

• Future research questions? 

 



Rules for clarity 

• Everyone will acquire his or her own style 

• However, some general rules: 
– Use short sentences which express single 

concepts 

– Use short paragraphs 

– Use good grammar and punctuation 

– If in doubt, keep it simple 

Everyone ultimately develops their own style and the way they use the English language, but there are some general rules. Short, simple 
sentences expressing a single concept, should be used, as should shorter paragraphs. Use simple language, good grammar and punctuation. 



• To put it simple: 

–What the author did; 

–How the author did it; 

–What the author found; 

–What the author concluded. 









• It is challenging to write effective  abstract 
titles  

• And to choose appropriate keywords 

• Its definitely worth putting in time to get 
these right.  

• The 3 smallest segments of your paper have 
the potential to significantly impact your 
chances of getting published, read, and cited.  

 




