
How to Write a Conference Abstract. 
By Séan Richardson (Nottingham Trent) and Rio Matchett (University of Liverpool).  
 
1. Be Relevant. 
 
You can spend hours crafting an exciting, original and well-constructed proposal, but if it isn’t               
relevant to the conference in hand, no one will be able to select it. This means reading over the                   
CfP carefully, but also reading up on who is organising it, and what any particular terms might                 
mean to them. ‘Modernist’ does not equate to all that is modern, ‘classical’ can mean various                
things depending on the context, and so on. One of the best ways to work out whether a                  
particular conference might be right for you is to see who had spoken there in the past, and on                   
what. Many conferences will have online copies of previous years’ programmes. Think about             
who will be attending, and what their interests will be. The relevance of your paper to the                 
conference may be obvious to you, but it is worth signposting, just in case. A strong abstract                 
often ends with a list of questions that the paper will address: To what degree? In which way?                  
How can we understand? are all great phrases, focusing the organisers attention and directing              
your own thinking. Questions also makes it clear which aspect of the CfP you’re addressing. On                
that note: Don’t be afraid to quote bits of the CfP, it shows you’ve paid attention! 
 
2. Format your Proposal. 
 
Formatting is about making the reading experience as easy as possible. For a conference              
abstract, you should also think about making the selection process as simple as possible,              
guiding the organisers through the process of weighing up your content. First, and perhaps              
foremost, include a title for your paper. You can always change it later, but including a working                 
title is essential. It looks neater, makes it easier to discuss between the conference organisers,               
and gives a clear indication of what your paper will be about. Following this, use keywords.                
Some people choose to include key terms at the bottom of their abstract. This isn’t essential, but                 
can be helpful in defining the terms and range of your paper. Think what words or phrases you                  
might want a search engine to link to your paper. And finally: Always attach the proposal as a                  
separate document. Don’t submit your proposal in the body of an email. Attaching it as a file will                  
make the conference organisers’ lives much easier. It also makes it easier for you to double                
check word counts, spelling errors and so on. 
 
3. Don’t Pigeonhole Yourself. 
 
A common issue with abstracts is that they are too specific. Your paper is likely going to form                  
part of a panel, and so cannot be so isolated as to not fit with any of the others at the                     
conference. Correct formatting and keywords will help, but if you are working on a specific               
figure, date, event or so on, make sure to gesture towards their wider context, impact or                
network. Whilst your paper shouldn’t address every aspect of the topic (too wide an angle will                
leave your paper superficial and confusing), it should cover at least all those that make it into                 



the conference title. Making sure you apply for the right conferences will save you a lot of time                  
and energy, so it’s worth doing your research early on. 
4. Avoid Anonymity. 
 
If the CfP asks for a bio, make sure to include one. Again, this can always be updated later on,                    
but not including it at this stage means someone will have to chase you for it later, which is                   
never ideal. It’s also helpful for conferences which aim to hear from a range of disciplines and                 
career stages. A bio should at least include your affiliation (which University, company or project               
you are primarily based at), the general area of your research (aim this at non-experts), and                
what stage of your career you are at. You can also include any awards, publications, or papers                 
you have given. Don’t be humble when writing your bio, but remember also it is likely to be read                   
or handed out at the conference, so keep it short and sweet. 
 
5. Write a Proper Email. 
 
Anonymous submissions often look like spam. Ensure that you do your abstract justice by              
writing a proper email to the organizers. Be wary of starting ‘Dear Sirs’, as it is likely not all men                    
organizing the conference. ‘Dear Conference Name’ or ‘To whom it may concern’ are much              
better options. Following that, a quick line will do: ‘Enclosed is my abstract for the upcoming                
conference’. Sign off with a warm phrase and your name, it will help you to be remembered.                 
And if you fail to get a reply, make sure to follow up. Emails are often lost to over excitable spam                     
filters and then followed up way past the abstract deadline. If you haven’t heard anything in                
good time, make sure to check. 
 
6. Manners Matter. 
 
Whether you are accepted to the conference or not, be polite. Respond swiftly to acceptances               
confirming your acceptance of their offer, as well as asking for any further details you may need.                 
Too often, conference organisers are left hanging about, waiting to know if a speaker is still                
interested in participating. If you are rejected, remain professional. Say thank you for reading              
the abstract and ask for feedback, if you would like some.  
 
 


