How to Write an Abstract for Your Thesis or Dissertation

What Is an Abstract? 

An abstract is a greatly condensed version of a longer piece of writing that highlights the major points covered, and concisely describes the content and scope of the writing. 
· The abstract is an important component of your thesis. Presented at the beginning of the thesis, it is likely the first substantive description of your work read by an external examiner. You should view it as an opportunity to set accurate expectations.

· The abstract is a summary of the whole thesis. It presents all the major elements of your work in a highly condensed form.

· An abstract often functions, together with the thesis title, as a stand-alone text. Abstracts appear, absent the full text of the thesis, in bibliographic indexes such as PsycInfo. They may also be presented in announcements of the thesis examination. Most readers who encounter your abstract in a bibliographic database or receive an email announcing your research presentation will never retrieve the full text or attend the presentation.

· An abstract is not merely an introduction in the sense of a preface, preamble, or advance organizer that prepares the reader for the thesis. In addition to that function, it must be capable of substituting for the whole thesis when there is insufficient time and space for the full text.

Why Are Abstracts Used? 

Abstracts give readers a chance to quickly see what the main contents and sometimes methods of a piece of writing are. They enable readers to decide whether the work is of interest for them. 

Using key words in an abstract is important because of today’s electronic information systems. A web search will find an abstract containing certain key words. 
Size and Structure

· Currently, the maximum sizes for abstracts submitted to Canada's National Archive are 150 words (Masters thesis) and 350 words (Doctoral dissertation).

· To preserve visual coherence, you may wish to limit the abstract for your doctoral dissertation to one double-spaced page, about 280 words.

· The structure of the abstract should mirror the structure of the whole thesis, and should represent all its major elements.

· For example, if your thesis has five chapters (introduction, literature review, methodology, results, conclusion), there should be one or more sentences assigned to summarize each chapter.

What Is Usually Included in an Abstract? 
 a title identical to the title of the thesis 

 the name of the author 
 the date of the thesis 

 where the thesis is submitted or published 
 the main topic of the thesis 

 the purpose of the thesis 
 the methods used to research information 

 further sub-sections within the thesis 
 results, conclusions, or recommendations 
Clearly Specify Your Research Questions
· As in the thesis itself, your research questions are critical in ensuring that the abstract is coherent and logically structured. They form the skeleton to which other elements adhere.

· They should be presented near the beginning of the abstract.

· There is only room for one to three questions. If there are more than three major research questions in your thesis, you should consider restructuring them by reducing some to subsidiary status.

Don't Forget the Results

· The most common error in abstracts is failure to present results.

· The primary function of your thesis (and by extension your abstract) is not to tell readers what you did, it is to tell them what you discovered. Other information, such as the account of your research methods, is needed mainly to back the claims you make about your results.

· Approximately the last half of the abstract should be dedicated to summarizing and interpreting your results.

Qualities of a Good Abstract 

A good abstract has the following qualities: 
 uses one or more well developed paragraphs: these are unified, coherent, very very concise (each word counts)
 uses an introduction/body/conclusion structure which presents the purpose, results, conclusions, and recommendations 

 follows the chronology of the thesis 
 provides logical connections between the information included 

 adds no new information, but simply summarizes 
 often uses passive verbs to downplay the author and emphasize information
Steps for Writing Effective Abstracts 

To write an effective abstract, follow these steps: 
 write the abstract after you have finished the thesis 

 identify the aims, methods, scope, results, conclusions, and recommendations of your thesis in key words 

 use your headings and table of contents as a guide to writing your abstract 
 when you have finished use spellcheck software 

 show the abstract to someone who has not read your thesis and ask him / her if the abstract makes good sense 

Length of Abstracts 

150–350 words should be enough for an abstract for a bachelor’s or master’s thesis, but you can check with your thesis supervisor. 

A Simple Abstract Structure 

A short abstract can be a single paragraph. Or you can divide your abstract into short paragraphs: 

First paragraph: state what the thesis is about, give a simple statement of aims and methods 

Second paragraph: explain the structure of the thesis and say something about the content 

Third paragraph: give a concluding statement, including a short summary of the results 

Abstract and Thesis Titles and Headings 

Abstract and thesis titles should be kept as short and sweet as possible and be to the point. 

There are simple rules for the use of capital letters in titles, headings and subheadings in English, including abstract and thesis titles. These are: 

 headings and sub-headings should not end with full stops 
 do not place headings and sub-headings within quotation marks 

 Each word should always be capitalized 

 do not capitalize articles (the, a, an), prepositions (to, from, with, over, etc.), or coordinating conjunctions (and, for, or, nor, etc.) 

 do capitalize nouns, verbs (even short ones like Is), adverbs, adjectives, subordinating conjunctions (Although, Because, Due to, etc.) and pronouns (He, Their, etc.) 

Abstract Language 

Introduction (usually in present, could also be in present perfect or simple past tense) 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the effects of ... on ... 

The goals of this study are to determine … 
The primary purpose of this study is to determine … 

This study is specifically concerned with the effect of … on … 
This study is an initial attempt to investigate the relationship … 

This study has two major purposes: (1) to investigate ... (2) to demonstrate … 
The aim of this study is to identify the characteristics of … 

The major objective of this study is to … 
The aim/topic/goal of the present paper is to … 

This thesis discusses/describes/analyses/studies/focuses on/deals with … 
This study/experiment/research/survey was aimed at developing/improving/testing … 

The project was designed to … 
Materials and Methods (in past tense)
This study was conducted in North Karelia / at North Karelia Polytechnic. 
The empirical part of this study was conducted in May 2000. 

Data for this study/research were collected/gathered/obtained from/by/through/with the help of/among … 

The subjects of this study were … 

The subjects were randomly selected. 
The sample was selected from … 

Twenty companies served as subjects in a study designed to investigate … 
Six groups, each consisting of …, were formed to … 

Twenty companies were selected for this investigation. 
Using local and national data, this study was designed to investigate. 

This questionnaire investigated how companies view their … 

A questionnaire was distributed/mailed/sent to … 

Respondents filled in a form/indicated their preferences/rated each item. 
Responses were made on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from … to … 

The response rate was … 
All 59 subjects participated in the study. 

Interviews were conducted by/with … 
The interviews were recorded on audiotape. 

Conclusions (in simple present or past tense)
These results suggest that … 
The results show that/reveal … 

It was concluded that … 
This study/survey shows/supports/questions/implies/indicates … 

On the basis of the results of this research, it can be concluded that … 
The results provide some support for …(ing)… 

The results did not support the expectations that … 
These data support the view that … 

Further vocabulary 

1. Verbs: show, demonstrate, illustrate, prove, argue, examine, explore, look into, consider, deal with, address, involve, relate to, refer to, draw on, explain, investigate, highlight, outline, provide an overview of, define, distinguish between, indicate, support, reveal, suggest, conclude, recommend 

2. Nouns: intention, purpose, aim, objective, thesis, argument, issue, assumptions, methods, premises, results, conclusions, outcome, recommendations

3. Connecting words: however, first, second, then, finally, thus, for example, furthermore, in addition, in conclusion, by contrast, nonetheless, consequently, etc. 
