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Part 1: Writing an effective abstract 



Writing an effective abstract 
 
 Think about the purpose 

 Know your audience 

 Generate interest 

 Watch your language 

 Have structure 

 Adhere to the guidelines! 

Photo source: David Cosand 
(flickr) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What is effective communication? You want to make sure that your message is being received correctly and that it is being absorbed.

We’re going to focus on six themes of writing effective, engaging abstracts and how to put them into practice in the context of preparing an abstract for the upcoming UBC Students in Health Annual Research Conference. This presentation is going to serve as a jumping off point for discussion of each theme as opposed to an information dump. 


https://www.flickr.com/photos/dcosand/5399855440


1. Think about the purpose 

presentation? 
manuscript? 

Grant application? 
website? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What is the purpose of your abstract? Why are you writing it?
Is it for a paper? A grant application? A conference? A website or other informal publication?

How will it be used?
Manuscript – will facilitate literature searches; readers may or may not read the entire manuscript. Part of permanent record. 
Presentation – may be the only information the audience has on your work. May be work in progress.
Grant Application – may be used to assign your application to a specific review board with a specific expertise
Website – may be more of a progress report for a funding agency website or used to entice future trainees/collaborators to connect with you.

Think about the goal of your abstract – why do conferences have abstract booklets? in this case the goal is to generate interest in your oral and poster presentation at UBC SHARC 2016. 

The purpose will effect all aspects of your abstract including:
Language (covered later)
Structure & Content (covered later)
Level of formality (manuscript>presentation>website; grant application varies)






1. Know your Audience 

Who? 

What? 

Why? 

What? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Know your audience

Who is the audience?
scientists/clinicians/public/children? Specialists versus generalists
affects: level of existing knowledge, interest, relevance of your topic, etc. Tailor your writing appropriately.
Use appropriate vocabulary, level of detail, etc. Formal language is inherently more time-consuming/difficult to comprehend. Avoid jargon or clearly define if must use.

What are their expectations?
General conference vs specialized/focused conference
What are the norms in your field? Are there expectations regarding the level of detail to be included?

If your work is part of a larger problem, put it into context at a level the audience will relate to (e.g. human health, whole organism for more general audience)







Examples 

“Blah, blah blah a very detailed and specific name of a 
treatment group (wild-type, genetic… 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Expected interest level and attention span of audience (e.g. pan and scan versus subject matter super consumer) – will they quickly skim all the titles and maybe read a sentence or two of the more interesting sounding ones or will they go to every talk on hypoxia?

Do they care about the details or just the impact of the research?



Examples 

What are the impacts of environmental hypoxia and 
hypercarbia on cardiac performance in the armoured 
catfish? 
 
How do the low oxygen levels and high carbon dioxide 
levels in the Amazon river affect heart function in the 
armoured catfish? 
 
How does the water in the Amazon river affect how 
catfish hearts work? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Is hypercarbia an every day conversational word? Which sentence is easier to comprehend? Don’t make the reader have to stop and think or look up unfamiliar words unnecessarily. 

Of course don’t go overboard - there is a difference between dumbing down your writing and making it accessible.



2. Generate Interest 

manuscript ≠ conference program 

Presentation 
attendance 

Why should we care? 

Engaging title 
but^appropriate 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Generate interest in your work
For a conference you often need to grab attention via the title and/or with a quick skim of the abstract. 
Will readers be interested in attending your talk or looking up your ongoing research?
An abstract for a manuscript serves a different purpose from that in a conference program.
This can also be the case with a manuscript, but your manuscript will also gain attention via other means (literature searches, references) etc. 

Why did you do this study and Why should they care?
Why are you presenting this work and why should the audience care? If you don’t know why it’s important neither will they. The abstract needs to sell your work.
Think of it like a fundraiser – their job is to get people interested in research enough to donate money to further the work: 
Tell a story – what is the problem? Who is affected? What novel solutions or discoveries are you presenting? What is novel/interesting/appealing/important? What difference will it make?





Examples 



4. Watch your language 
• Be clear and concise 
• Don’t mislead 
• Use short, direct sentences 
• Keep it readable 
• Keep it audience appropriate 
• Use appropriate tone and style 
• Active or passive voice? 
• Think about SEO 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Keep it simple
Be clear and concise
Don’t mislead the reader by being vague or using imprecise language.
Don’t include too much information/detail…but ensure the abstract can act as a standalone piece.
Use short direct sentences – this isn’t a novel and doesn’t need to flow like a literary masterpiece.
Use audience appropriate language – no jargon!
Use the appropriate tone and style for the audience/medium/field.
Think about SEO – in the current digital era your title, keywords and abstract text will determine the visibility of your work moving forward. 




Examples 

The heart rate of hypoxic and normoxic turtles both 
decreased, with normoxic turtles decreasing to a 
greater extent. 
 
 
The heart rate of normoxic turtles decreased from 
25 bpm -10 bpm while that of hypoxic turtles 
decreased from 5 bpm-1 bpm. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The heart rate of hypoxic and normoxic turtles decreased at cold temperature, with hypoxic turtles decreasing to a greater extent.
Heart rate of hypoxic turtles (10% O2) decreased (10bpm-1bpm) more so than that of normoxic turtles (20bpm-15bpm) at 5C. 



5. Have structure 
• An abstract should stand alone 
• Include all the components 
• Focus on the important stuff 
• Include all the necessary details, no more 
• Lead the reader/viewer 
• 1-2 take home messages 
• Edit, edit and edit again! It’s always harder 

to write less! 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Keep it simple
Remember that the abstract needs to act as a standalone piece.
Include all the components – why should we care? Put the study in context, what is the problem, what solutions do you offer, what is the result, what difference does it make? What are the implications of your results?
Focus on the important stuff and eliminate superfluous detail. Don’t include too much information/detail…but ensure the abstract can stand alone.
E.g. Methods – unless a novel technique or application is the purpose of your study methods should only be mentioned briefly. The fine details are for the paper.
Don’t expect your reader/viewer to read between the lines or draw conclusions between all the pieces. 
Have at most 2-3 take home messages, less for shorter abstracts and/or simpler studies.



5. Adhere to the Guidelines 
• Length 
• Format 

• Sections or paragraph format? 
• Font choice 
• Layout and style guides 

• Compatible with submission system 
• Don’t include references 
• Submit on time! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Style guides
Spacing and punctuation of author names, title, etc.
Special characters, subscript/superscript, font style (italics, bold) – can you use them?




SHARC Guidelines 
• Write for a general audience 
• 350 words maximum 
• 10 point Times New Roman, single spaced 
• Style guidelines for titles, author names 

 
Deadline: FEBRUARY 21, 2106 

My Abstract Title is in Title Case 
Amundsen, R. (1), F. Nansen (1), J. Franklin (1,2) and R.F. Scott (2) 
 



Upcoming Workshops 
Abstract feedback* (Feb 12th) 
    *LSC 1392 or via email 

Designing a research poster (Feb 26th) 

Presenting a research poster (Mar 4th) 

Preparing/presenting a 1 minute 1 slide 

lightning talk (Mar 11th) 

LSC 1; DHCC LT, MSB 160; RHS 257; NHSC 9-235 
 

https://survey.ubc.ca/s/SHARC-workshops/ 



Resources 

http://med.ubc.ca/current-learners/research/present-publish/ 
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