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Tips and tricks for writing
oreat conference ahstracts

By Martin Spiering

ttending a conference has many

perks: You can catch up with

the newest research, make
new friends, connect with potential
employers and, perhaps most impor-
tantly, showcase your own work with a
talk or poster. To that end, you usually
have to submir a short abstract mak-
ing a case for why you should be given
the opportunity to present.

Given that you have only about
100 to 300 words to ingratiate your-
self with busy readers, you have a fine
needle to thread. Here are some ideas
for how best to do that.

Get (it) organized

A well-organized abstract is to
readers what a well-drawn map is to
navigarors. It will help them get to
where you want them to be — in your
session or at your poster. Rather than
following by rote the typical organiza-
tion of introduction, methods, results
and discussion, think of these sections
as elements of storytelling:

Opening: Introduce the topic and
your motivation for this work (usually
in two to three sentences).

Challenge: State the research
challenge/hypothesis (one to two
sentences).

Action: Describe methods and
report results (four to six sentences).

Resolution: Summarize key
insights and their place in the broader
picture (one to two sentences).

This idea, based on a proposal by
Joshua Schimel (1), follows the classic
story arc, playing to readers’ expecta-
tions. Some authors think their audi-
ence may want to follow their personal
path to discovery, which likely had
many false leads and dead ends. Few
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readers appreciate such an approach.
You also don’t want to just “throw it
all out there.” Instead, lay out your
text logically (not necessarily chrono-
logically) and succinctlly — which
brings us to the next point.

Keep it short and simple

Use short words and simple
language to tell a simple story (see
figure). If this strikes you as odd
after all, science usually requires

sophisticated language — consider
how often you have read a confusing
piece of research. You probably found
that keeping track of arcane acronyms,
indecipherable jargon and a tangled
storyline consumed all your attention,
causing you to abandon the docu-
ment. You don’t want to put readers
through that experience.

The abstract usually consists of a
single paragraph, and readers expect
a single idea in a paragraph. So think
about the one finding or approach you
want to highlight and then hang your
abstract around it. Resist the urge to
cram in as many methods, results and
conclusions as space allows — even
if you don't get lost in the inevitable
maze of piecemeal information, your
readers will. If you're working on a
new project that hasn't yet yielded
many results, don’t pad out the
abstract with longwinded sentences or
redundant reporting.

Brevity is even more important for
the title, because shorter titles help
capture and engage more readers. The
same goes for sentences and words.
Cut or break up long sentences and
use simple words.

Choose the right words

Abstracts and titles are short, so
every word has to do hard work.
Common words do that job best. Not
loaded with double meaning, they
help explain the technical terms you
absolutely cannot do without. After
you've drafted your abstract, scan it for
long or uncommon words that can be
converted to shorter, everyday ones:
“utilize” or “employ” to “use,” “meth-
odology” to “method,” “terminate” to
“stop” and so on.

To check for technical gobbledy-
gook, give your draft to friends or
colleagues outside your immediate
field and ask them to mark words and
expressions they cannot understand.
Then revise until you have a piece that
can be understood by a wide audience.

Get active

If you want to add extra brio, get
rid of two slouches: the passive voice
and nouns standing in for verbs.

The passive “A study of the effects of
constrained residues on protein fold-
ing was conducted” is much harder to
unpack than “We conducted a study
of the effects of spatially constrained
residues on protein fn]ding" (or even
better, “We investigated the effects of
spatially constrained residues on pro-
tein folding”). Similarly, using nouns
to express an action robs a sentence of
its energy. For instance, rewording “An
increase in catalytic rate occurred at
37°C” to “The caralytic rate increased
at 37°C” converts the noun “increase”
to a verb performing the main action
and also makes the sentence shorter.
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Original:
Activation of factor X by pulsating electrical fields: <=
Influence on chloride currents induced by calcium

ions and reduction of cell growth

‘ Here we demonstrate electrical field activation of factor X,
a sizeable protein that is a chloride channel dependent on
activation by calcium ions. In HeLa cells subjectedto a
100-ns pulse (20.0 kV/em), factor X expression
knockdown led to a decrease in Ca?*-dependentchloride
currents activated in response to nanoporation. In cells
overexpressing factor X, a sequence of 100 pulses (100
ns, 10 kV/cm) led to a reduction in cell survival to 5%

compared with 50% in control samples.

Revised:

_

Pulsed electric fields stimulate chloride currents via <——
the calcium-activated channel protein factor X

Permeabilization of biologicalmembranes by electric €=
fields (EFs), known as nanoporation, enables intracellular
delivery of drugs, plasmid DNA, and RNA. However,

some of the effects of EFsin na noporation remain to be
identified. Here, using patch-clamp techniques and € =—————
confocal microscopy, we found that EFs activate factor X,
alarge, calcium-activated chloride channel protein. In

HeLa cells receiving a 100-ns pulse (20.0 kV/cm),

knockdown of factor X decreased Ca2*-dependent,
nanoporation-induced chloride currents by 95%

compared with control cells. We also observed that in
factorX—-overexpressing cells, a series of 100 pulses

(100 ns, 10 kV/cm) reduced cell survival to 5% compared

with 50% in controls. In conclusion, ourresults indicate €=
that factor X mediates nanoporationsnduced chloride

currents and that increased factor X levels decrease cell
survival after nanoporation. These findings will be of

value forresearcher seeking to optimize membrane

pemeabilization.

The title is quite long and lacks a clear
focus

The abstract has no introductory section
that would help readers understand the

purpose of this work and familiarize
them with uncommon terms.

The reader is also left wondering what
methods were used.

The text is littered with “big” words and
lengthy phrases (colored).

A conclusions section helping readers
understand the main insights is missing.

A shorter, more focused title clearly
outlines the topic

A brief introductory section now gives a
brief primer on the topic, defines the
uncommon term nanoporation, and
states the research question.

The methods are briefly described to
help orient readers on the approach.

Words and phrases have been
shortened (colored).

A conclusion section now summarizes
the main insights and highlights the
general implications of this work.

Unlock the power
of keywords

Many attendees search abstracts
for keywords when deciding which
sessions to visit, so you want to use
words your potential audience may be

looking for. If you work on a neuro-
logical discase, insert some alternative
words and phrases, such as “neurode-
generation,” “nerve damage,” “neuron
damage” and so on. If your work
involves genome sequencing, include
“whole-genome sequencing,” “high-
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throughput sequencing” and “genom-
ics.” Don't overdo it, though — your
abstract should still be readable. And
don't squecze in words thar don't
reflect your work.

Martin Spiering (mspiering@
ashbmb.org) is the Journal of
Biological Chemistry's technical
editor; you can follow him on Twit-
ter at twitter.com/Spieringmj.
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