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Tell your story: Tips for developing a 
successful conference abstract

By Lynn W. Newberry, DNP, RN, CEN, NE-BC

In our current dynamic health-
care environment, dissemina-
tion of data obtained through 
nursing research and/or quality 

improvement (QI) projects is para-
mount. Information that emerges 
from research and projects can be 
disseminated through several ave-
nues, including podium and 
poster presentations or written 
publications.

Nurses are expert clinicians but 
not necessarily expert writers. Al-
though presenting at a conference 
can be an important aspect of pro-
fessional development, few 
nurses receive formal training or 
mentorship to prepare them for 
research, publication, or oral/
poster presentations. All too 
often, the idea of being a nurse 
author is associated with being in 
academia or a researcher. Nurses 
often reject the notion of writing, 
dismissing it as time-consuming 
and too challenging.1

Historically, the writing land-
scape for nurses has been in 
journals; however, over the last 10 
years, we’ve seen an increase in 
research dissemination through 
nursing conference presentations. 
(See Types of nursing conferences.) 
Although many people consider 
public speaking to be daunting, 
disseminating research and find-
ings from QI projects through 
conference presentations provides 
an opportunity to share insights 
and network with professional 
peers.2

To be considered for a confer-
ence presentation, an abstract—a 

summary of the key points to be 
presented—is often necessary.3

The goal of the abstract is to con-
vince the conference organizers 
that the information is worthy of 
dissemination. This article pres-
ents steps for developing and 
submitting a conference abstract, 
as well as strategies for success.

Choosing the right conference
The first step in abstract develop-
ment is choosing the right confer-
ence. It’s important to identify a 
conference with an abstract call 
that fits your topic. A conference 
may be driven by themes or 
learning objectives requiring 
alignment of all abstracts, call for 
clinical innovation or research ab-
stracts only, accept works in prog-
ress, or only accept completed 
projects. Considerations include 
the focus of the conference, the 
target audience, and the audience 
size. In addition, virtual confer-
ences afford new opportunities, 
including presenting internation-
ally. For an example of an abstract 
call, see 2022 ANCC Pathway to 

Excellence® and ANCC National 
Magnet® Conference abstract call.

The number of abstracts sub-
mitted for conference presenta-
tions has steadily increased, thus 
leading to a more competitive se-
lection process. Before preparing 
an abstract, you must understand 
and carefully follow the confer-
ence’s instructions for submission. 
The ability to follow directions is 
crucial; not adhering to the guide-
lines will automatically eliminate 
the abstract from consideration.1

Only a small number of submit-
ted abstracts are selected for con-
ference inclusion due to limited 
space. Even projects of excellent 
quality can be rejected, but don’t 
let this be discouraging.

Elements of abstract submission
Once you’ve selected the confer-
ence and thoroughly read the re-
quirements, it’s time to develop 
your abstract. Due to the volume 
of abstracts reviewed, you have 
minutes to make a strong impres-
sion. If the reviewers can’t grasp 
the story within the first few sen-
tences or are confused on their 
first pass, they’ll likely reject the 
submission.

When composing an abstract, 
word choice makes a difference. 
Certain terms are traditionally as-
sociated with projects and meth-
ods, so interchanging words im-
plies either carelessness or lack of 
knowledge, which can make the 
abstract questionable. Abstracts 
are supposed to be concise, yet in-
formative. Using words or phrases 
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that don’t add value will distract 
the reviewers. Avoid common pit-
falls, such as excessive medical jar-
gon, unnecessary abbreviations, 
and colloquialisms that may not be 
familiar to the reviewers.4

The most expedient and effec-
tive method of creating an abstract 
is to type it first in a word process-
ing program. This allows you to 
easily use the required font size 
and cut and paste the abstract 
body into the submission site tem-
plate. Because most abstract calls 
have a word or character limit, 
using a word processing program 

also helps keep track of this re-
quirement.

Elements of abstract submission 
often vary depending on the type 
of conference and whether you’re 
presenting original research or 
evidence-based practice findings.5

The conference abstract may con-
tain the following.

Title. A title that captures the 
reviewers’ interest is critical. 
Compose a clear and concise title 
that meets the conference theme 
to grasp the reviewers’ attention 
and leave a great first impres-
sion. Titles are often limited to 

Types of nursing conferences
There are several types of nursing 
conferences, including, local, regional, 
state, national, and international meet-
ings. Many professional nursing or-
ganizations offer annual conferences, 
and some include poster and podium 
presentation opportunities, as well as 
opportunities for first-time presenters. 
With the additional use of adjunctive 
technology, conferences have been 
able to expand into the virtual space, 
affording the opportunity for nurses 
to present and connect with their col-
leagues in another part of the country 
or even the world without the extra 
cost of travel. 

2022 ANCC Pathway to Excellence® and ANCC National Magnet® Conference abstract call
The 2022 ANCC Pathway to Excellence Conference will be held October 13 to 15, 2022, in Philadelphia, Pa. The conference call 
for abstracts opens on November 1, 2021, and closes on December 13, 2021, at 11:59 p.m. EST.

Conference goals and topic areas
The conference learning goals/outcomes are to:
•  examine the positive impact of shared governance, effective leadership, and interprofessional partnerships that exemplify 

workplace excellence
•  evaluate evidence-based practice, research, quality, and safety initiatives
•  assess nurse-driven and organizational initiatives to foster a culture of health and safeguard clinician and community well-

being
•  demonstrate the value of lifelong learning and nurse empowerment for organizational outcomes.

Abstract submission guidelines
•  All abstracts must be submitted online in alignment with provided guidelines (www.magnetpathwaycon.org).
•  Abstracts must not exceed the published character limits (2,500 total character limit).
•  Abstracts may be submitted for oral (podium), poster, or either presentation. Abstracts submitted for oral presentation will be 

considered for oral or poster presentation unless otherwise specified by the primary presenter.
•  Abstracts must align with one or more conference goals and be submitted for one track only.
•  The following may not be entered in the abstract system: charts, graphs, bullet points, indentations, or references.
•  Files and/or videos may not be uploaded as attachments.
•  Review your abstract for grammar and spelling errors before submission. Proper grammar and accuracy reflect the quality of 

your abstract.
•  If a Pathway to Excellence (PTE) organization is presenting with a nonPTE organization or employee, the primary presenter 

must be the PTE employee. The PTE employee must have a primary role in the actual presentation.

Acceptance criteria
Those accepted for presentation at the conference are required to:
•  respond with their intent by the designated date in the email invitation
•  accept presenter guidelines in the online system
•  register for the conference by the 2022 early bird deadline
•  assume costs associated with full registration, travel, and accommodations for the conference
•  authenticate a speaker release form and acceptance of guidelines via the Speaker Center in the online abstract system per the 

acceptance email
•  upload the electronic presentation (oral or poster) and handouts to the online system by the date listed in the acceptance 

email. 
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12 words. Consider making the 
title appealing but avoid being 
too clever because this might 
deter the reviewers.

Purpose. Identify the overall 
goal and context of the presenta-
tion. Highlight the importance 
of the topic and identify the prob-
lem, gaps, or challenges that 
led to the research/project. Avoid 
generalities and be specific. What 
are people supposed to learn or be 
able to do because of attending 
your presentation?4

Strategy and implementation.
Describe the initiative, actions, and 
process of implementation. What 
has been done and how? Ensure 
that the description of methods 
flows sequentially in the order 
they occurred. If this is a research 
project, include design, sample, in-
struments, data collection proce-
dures, and the analytic method 
used. It’s important that these as-
pects are presented in a format of 
interventions and activities so the 
audience can translate findings 
into practice or actionable work to 
achieve outcomes.2

Evaluation/outcomes. Describe 
analytic findings and include eval-
uation data to establish the value 
of the project. Indicate if the project 
was a success or a failure. Note 
the importance of the work and 
discuss the connection between 
your findings and the identified 
problem, gaps, or challenges. Re-
search project presentations should 
include quantitative or qualitative 
data and must link to concrete 
results; stronger abstracts show 
how the results impact practice or 
patient outcomes.

Implications for practice. Dis-
cuss the relevance of the findings 
to nursing practice. Interpret the 
meaning and significance of the re-
sults, outcomes, or findings and 
share important points inferred 
from them.6

Submitting the abstract
Once you’ve finished the abstract, 
step away from it. Then, look it 
over with a fresh perspective, which 
can help with the editing process. 
Make sure the language flows and 
is congruent throughout. Perform 
a careful spell check and avoid or 
minimize abbreviations when pos-
sible. It’s always a good idea to have 
multiple people read the abstract 
before submission. Consider ask-
ing for feedback from coauthors, a 
mentor, or colleagues not involved 
in the project.1 Their thoughts and 
feedback based on experience and 
knowledge bring added value to the 
abstract’s development.

Keep in mind the abstract writ-
ing and submission process gener-
ally takes more time than antici-
pated. Factor in time to address 
potential technical glitches with 
online submission. Lastly, be sure 
to include all necessary forms, 
such as biographic and contact in-
formation.2

Once you submit the abstract, a 
conference committee team con-
sisting of expert reviewers will 
score it according to the criteria 
required for submission. Typically, 
your identity is blinded from re-
viewers, allowing objectivity dur-
ing the scoring process. Confer-
ence abstract reviewers unfamiliar 
with the project will compare it 
against selection criteria and other 
abstracts to decide whether to in-
clude the presentation in the con-
ference program. You’ll receive 
notification of results after the 
completion of the review.7

Upon acceptance of your 
abstract, there will be several 
deadlines from the conference 
committee that you need to meet. 
These are often provided in the 
abstract call, so read the require-
ments carefully. Key deadlines 
may include confirming accep-
tance to present, registering for 

the conference, and preparing the 
presentation. Many conference 
committees require submission 
of the presentation months in ad-
vance of the conference.

Knowledge sharing
Nurse leaders play a pivotal role in 
the dissemination of nursing prac-
tice and research. Although writing 
a conference abstract can be time-
consuming and occasionally daunt-
ing or frustrating, it’s also reward-
ing, especially when you receive 
an acceptance notice. It’s through 
opportunities such as presenting at 
conferences that nurses contribute 
to the greater good of the profes-
sional community. As we work to 
advance the nursing profession 
and promote a positive practice en-
vironment, consider telling your 
story and sharing your knowledge 
with others. NM

REFERENCES
 1.  Astroth KS, Hain D. Disseminating 

scholarly work through nursing pre-
sentations. Nephrol Nurs J. 2019;46(5):
545-549.

 2.  Gray B. Developing and writing a con-
ference abstract. Int J Orthop Trauma 
Nurs. 2020;36:100721.

 3.  Happell B. Conference presentations: 
a guide to writing the abstract. Nurse 
Res. 2008;15(4):79-87.

 4.  Coad J, Devitt P, Hardicre J. Ten steps 
to developing an abstract for confer-
ences. Br J Nurs. 2007;16(7):396-397.

 5.  Mott S. The process of writing an 
abstract. J Pediatr Nurs. 2014;29(4):
383-385.

 6.  Russell CL, Ponferrada L. How to 
develop an outstanding conference 
research abstract. Nephrol Nurs J. 
2012;39(4):307-311,342.

 7.  Wood GJ, Morrison RS. Writing ab-
stracts and developing posters for 
national meetings. J Palliat Med.
2011;14(3):353-359.

Lynn W. Newberry is the education and 
outreach program manager at the American 
Nurses Credentialing Center in Silver 
Spring, Md.

DOI-10.1097/01.NUMA.0000800400.63210.71

Copyright © 2021 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.


