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15How to Write an Abstract?

15.1  What is an Abstract?

An abstract is a crisp, short, powerful, and self-contained summary of a research 
manuscript used to help the reader swiftly determine the paper’s purpose. Although 
the abstract is the first paragraph of the manuscript it should be written last when all 
the other sections have been addressed.

An abstract is usually a standalone document that informs the reader about the 
details of the manuscript to follow. It is like a trailer to a movie, if the trailer is good, 
it stimulates the audience to watch the movie. The abstract should be written from 
scratch and not ‘cut –and-pasted’ [1].

15.2  What is the History of the Abstract?

An abstract, in the form of a single paragraph, was first published in the Canadian 
Medical Association Journal in 1960 with the idea that the readers may not have 
enough time to go through the whole paper, and the first abstract with a defined 
structure was published in 1991 [2]. The idea sold and now most original articles 
and reviews are required to have a structured abstract. The abstract attracts the 
reader to read the full manuscript [3].

Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a 
purpose.

—Zora Neale Hurston, American Author, Anthropologist and 
Filmmaker (1891–1960)

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-16-5248-6_15&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-16-5248-6_15#DOI
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15.3  What are the Qualities of a Good Abstract?

The quality of information in an abstract can be summarized by four ‘C’s. It 
should be:

• C: Condensed
• C: Clear
• C: Concise
• C: Critical

15.4  What are the Types of Abstract?

Before writing the abstract, you need to check with the journal website about which 
type of abstract it requires, with its length and style in the ‘Instructions to Authors’ 
section.

The abstract types can be divided into:

 1. Descriptive: Usually written for psychology, social science, and humanities 
papers. It is about 50–100 words long. No conclusions can be drawn from this 
abstract as it describes the major points in the paper.

 2. Informative: The majority of abstracts for science-related manuscripts are infor-
mative and are surrogates for the research done. They are single paragraphs that 
provide the reader an overview of the research paper and are about 100–150 
words in length. Conclusions can be drawn from the abstracts and in the recom-
mendations written in the last line.

 3. Critical: This type of abstract is lengthy and about 400–500 words. In this, the 
authors’ own research is discussed for reliability, judgement, and validation. A 
comparison is also made with similar studies done earlier.

 4. Highlighting: This is rarely used in scientific writing. The style of the abstract is 
to attract more readers. It is not a balanced or complete overview of the article 
with which it is published.

 5. Structured: A structured abstract contains information under subheadings like 
background, aims, material and methods, results, conclusion, and recommenda-
tions (Fig. 15.1). Most leading journals now carry these.

15.5  What is the Purpose of an Abstract?

An abstract is written to educate the reader about the study that follows and provide 
an overview of the science behind it. If written well it also attracts more readers to 
the article. It also helps the article getting indexed. The fate of a paper both before 
and after publication often depends upon its abstract. Most readers decide if a paper 
is worth reading on the basis of the abstract. Additionally, the selection of papers in 
systematic reviews is often dependent upon the abstract.

15 How to Write an Abstract?



181

15.6  What are the Steps of Writing an Abstract?

An abstract should be written last after all the other sections of an article have been 
addressed. A poor abstract may turn off the reader and they may cause indexing 
errors as well. The abstract should state the purpose of the study, the methodology 
used, and summarize the results and important conclusions. It is usually written in 
the IMRAD format and is called a structured abstract [4, 5].

I: The introduction in the opening line should state the problem you are 
addressing.

M: Methodology—what method was chosen to finish the experiment?
R: Results—state the important findings of your study.
A: And
D: Discussion—discuss why your study is important.
Mention the following information:

• Important results with the statistical information (p values, confidence intervals, 
standard/mean deviation).

• Arrange all information in a chronological order.
• Do not repeat any information.
• The last line should state the recommendations from your study.
• The abstract should be written in the past tense.

Introduction and
Background

Material and Methods

Results

Conclusions and 
Recommendations

ABSTRACT

Introduction: India currently hosts 49% of the world’s diabetes burden, with an 
estimated 72 million cases in 2019. The complex cascade of events which leads to 
cellular malfunction in response to high levels of glucose culminates upon formation of 
advanced glycation end products (AGEs). Accumulation of AGEs in vivo can induce 
insulin resistance and impair β-cells of islets of Langerhans, resulting in impaired 
glucose regulation and development of diabetes. Therefore, AGE is an early risk factor 
for diabetes. Skin autofluorescence (SAF) spectroscopic screening is the emission of 
light in the UV-visible, near-IR spectral range when biological substrates are excited 
with light at suitable wavelength.
Materials and methods: In this study, we estimated the subcutaneous AGE level in 197 
nondiabetic healthy subjects and then stratified the population into risk groups for 
deveploping diabetes based on the result.

Results: In our study, a majority of the healthy population (82% subjects) were in the 
moderate group, followed by 7% and 3% in the mild and severe groups, respectively, 
Only 8% of the population screened was in the normal group. In subjects older than 50 
years, 95.7% had AGE levels in moderate risk.
Conclusion: Autofluoroscence is an easy tool for early diagnosis; however, larger 
studies are required.
    © 2020 Published by Elsevier, a division of RELX India, Pvt. Ltd on behalf of Sir 
Gange Ram Hospital. 

Fig. 15.1 Example of a structured abstract (with permission editor CMRP)
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15.7  What are the Things to Be Avoided While Writing 
an Abstract?

15.7.1  Do Not

• Cut and paste information from the main text
• Hold back important information
• Use abbreviations
• or include
• Tables or Figures
• Quotations
• Generalized statements
• References
• Arguments about the study

 

15 How to Write an Abstract?
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15.8  What are Key Words?

These are important words that are repeated throughout the manuscript and which 
help in the indexing of a paper. Depending upon the journal 3–10 key words may be 
required which are indexed with the help of MESH (Medical Subject Heading).

15.9  How is an Abstract Written for a Conference Different 
from a Journal Paper?

The basic concept for writing abstracts is the same. However, in a conference 
abstract occasionally a table or figure is allowed. A word limit is important in both 
of them. Many of the abstracts which are presented in conferences are never pub-
lished in fact one study found that only 27% of the abstracts presented in confer-
ences were published in the next five years [6].

Table 15.1 gives a template for writing an abstract.

15.10  What are the Important Recommendations 
of the International Committees of Medical Journal 
of Editors?

The recommendations are [7]:

• An abstract is required for original articles, metanalysis, and systematic reviews.
• A structured abstract is preferred.

Table 15.1 Content of the abstract writing

Section Details
Background 1–2 lines of background material to focus the significance of the study 

query/hypothesis:
   • What is the known data?
   • What is the knowledge gap?

Study postulate What the study was planned to discover?
Experimental 
details

Study design (e.g., observational, interventional), randomization, 
blinding, placebo control, criterion standards for diagnostic tests
Setting: Outpatient department, hospitalized patient, community-based 
data
Materials/subjects/participants:
   • The resources studied
   • The details of participants (number, sex)
   • Selection criteria—inclusion and exclusion
   • Intervention—drug, surgery, procedure, test
   • Outcome of interest

Results Choose the most important results that answer the research question
Importance of the 
findings

A sentence that declares the results, recommendations, inferences, or 
speculations based on the answer

15.10  What are the Important Recommendations of the International Committees…
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• The abstract should mention the purpose of the scientific study, how the proce-
dure was carried out, the analysis used, and principal conclusion.

• Clinical trials should be reported according to the CONSORT guidelines.
• The trials should also mention the funding and the trial number.
• The abstract should be accurate as many readers have access only to the abstract.

15.11  Conclusions

• An Abstract should be written last after all the other sections of the manuscript 
have been completed and with due care and attention to the details.

• It should be structured and written in the IMRAD format.
• For many readers, the abstract attracts them to go through the complete content 

of the article.
• The abstract is usually followed by key words that help to index the paper.
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