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The Chicago Manual of Style Grammar for Abstracts Writing: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style grammar for abstracts writing is a critical component for scholars,
researchers, and professionals aiming to effectively summarize their work for academic journals,
conference proceedings, dissertations, and grant proposals. Adhering to the established grammatical
principles and stylistic conventions of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) ensures clarity,
conciseness, and adherence to academic rigor. This guide delves into the specific grammar rules and
stylistic considerations crucial for crafting impactful abstracts, covering everything from sentence
structure and punctuation to verb tense and the precise use of terminology. Understanding these
elements is paramount for producing an abstract that accurately reflects the research and attracts
the intended audience.
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Understanding the Purpose of an Abstract

An abstract serves as a condensed, standalone summary of a larger work. Its primary function is to
provide readers with a brief overview of the research, allowing them to quickly determine the
relevance and interest of the full text. A well-crafted abstract should encapsulate the research
problem, methodology, key findings, and conclusions or implications. It acts as a gateway, enticing
potential readers to delve deeper into the complete study. For academic and professional contexts,
the clarity and accuracy of this summary are paramount, making adherence to established style
guides like CMOS essential.

The Chicago Manual of Style, while comprehensive, focuses on general principles that readily apply to
the specific demands of abstract writing. Its emphasis on clarity, precision, and logical flow directly
supports the goal of an effective abstract. Whether you are submitting to a peer-reviewed journal,
presenting at a conference, or preparing a dissertation, understanding how CMOS grammar and style
inform abstract composition will significantly enhance the impact and reception of your work. This
guide will break down these key areas, providing actionable advice for writers.

Core Grammar Principles from CMOS for Abstracts



The foundation of any strong abstract lies in adhering to fundamental grammatical principles. CMOS
emphasizes clear, direct language and precise sentence construction. For abstracts, this translates to
avoiding jargon where possible, defining necessary technical terms concisely, and ensuring that every
word serves a purpose. Sentence construction should be straightforward, favoring active voice and
avoiding overly complex subordinate clauses that can obscure meaning in a brief summary. The
overall aim is to convey information efficiently and effectively to a diverse audience, even those
outside the immediate sub-field.

One of the most crucial aspects is subject-verb agreement. This principle ensures that verbs correctly
correspond in number to their subjects, a basic but vital element of grammatical correctness.
Similarly, pronoun agreement, where pronouns clearly refer back to their antecedents, maintains
logical coherence. CMOS provides guidance on these fundamental aspects, which, when applied
diligently to abstract writing, prevent ambiguity and enhance readability. Proper use of modifiers,
ensuring they are placed logically and clearly modify the intended word or phrase, is also critical for
preventing misinterpretation.

Subject-Verb Agreement in Abstracts

Subject-verb agreement is a cornerstone of grammatically sound writing, and it is especially
important in abstracts where conciseness necessitates precise expression. A singular subject requires
a singular verb, while a plural subject demands a plural verb. For instance, "The study investigates..."
uses a singular subject ("study") and a singular verb ("investigates"). Conversely, "The results
indicate..." correctly pairs the plural subject ("results") with the plural verb ("indicate"). Care must be
taken with compound subjects joined by "and," which typically take a plural verb, and with subjects
connected by "or" or "nor," where the verb agrees with the subject closest to it.

Complex sentence structures within abstracts can sometimes obscure subject-verb agreement. For
example, phrases or clauses intervening between the subject and verb can be a source of error.
CMOS advises writers to identify the true subject of the sentence and ensure the verb aligns with it.
This is particularly relevant when dealing with collective nouns or indefinite pronouns, where
agreement rules can be nuanced. A diligent review of each sentence for subject-verb agreement will
significantly contribute to the overall professionalism and clarity of the abstract.

Pronoun Reference Clarity

Clear pronoun reference is another vital element that CMOS highlights and which is indispensable for
effective abstract writing. Pronouns must clearly and unambiguously refer to their antecedents, the
nouns they replace. Vague or ambiguous pronoun usage can lead to confusion and misinterpretation,
undermining the effectiveness of the abstract. For example, a sentence like "The researchers
analyzed the data, and it showed significant trends" might be unclear if "it" could refer to either
"researchers" or "data." In such cases, repeating the noun or restructuring the sentence is often the
best solution.

Particular attention should be paid to the demonstrative pronouns "this," "that," "these," and "those."
When used to refer to an entire preceding clause or sentence, it is often best practice to explicitly



state what "this" or "that" refers to. For example, instead of "The experimental conditions were
stable; this allowed for accurate measurements," a clearer phrasing would be "The experimental
conditions were stable; this stability allowed for accurate measurements." Following CMOS guidelines
on pronoun clarity ensures that the abstract is easily understood and accurately reflects the intended
meaning.

Sentence Structure and Clarity in Abstract Writing

The efficacy of an abstract hinges on its clarity and conciseness, which are directly impacted by
sentence structure. CMOS advocates for a style that is direct and easily accessible. This means
favoring shorter, well-formed sentences over long, convoluted ones. Active voice is generally
preferred over passive voice because it is more direct and often more concise, clearly identifying the
actor performing the action. For instance, "The participants completed the survey" is more direct than
"The survey was completed by the participants."

When constructing sentences for an abstract, it is important to consider the logical flow of
information. Each sentence should build upon the previous one, creating a coherent narrative that
guides the reader through the research. This involves careful use of transitional words and phrases,
ensuring that the relationship between ideas is clear. Even within the constraints of an abstract, a
narrative arc can be established, starting with the problem or question, moving through the methods
and results, and concluding with implications.

Active vs. Passive Voice

The choice between active and passive voice in abstract writing, guided by CMOS principles,
significantly influences clarity and conciseness. Active voice emphasizes the agent performing an
action, making the writing more direct and vigorous. For example, "The research team collected the
samples" clearly states who performed the action. Passive voice, conversely, emphasizes the action
or the object of the action, often at the expense of clarity regarding the agent. "The samples were
collected" is passive and leaves the agent unspecified, which may be acceptable if the agent is
unimportant or obvious, but generally less desirable in an abstract.

While CMOS acknowledges that passive voice has its place, particularly when the agent is unknown,
unimportant, or when maintaining focus on the object is crucial, it generally encourages the use of
active voice for greater directness. In abstracts, where space is limited and information must be
conveyed efficiently, active voice often proves more effective. For instance, "Our analysis revealed a
significant correlation" (active) is more impactful and less wordy than "A significant correlation was
revealed by our analysis" (passive). Mastering this distinction ensures a more dynamic and
comprehensible abstract.

Conciseness and Word Choice

Conciseness is paramount in abstract writing, a principle strongly supported by the Chicago Manual of



Style. Every word should contribute to the overall message; redundancy and unnecessary verbiage
must be eliminated. This involves careful selection of words, opting for precise terms that convey
maximum meaning with minimum letters. For example, instead of "in order to," writers should use
"to." Similarly, phrases like "due to the fact that" can be replaced by "because."

The careful selection of vocabulary also extends to avoiding colloquialisms or informal language.
Abstracts are formal documents, and their language should reflect this. CMOS advocates for clarity
through precise terminology, especially when dealing with technical or scientific subjects. While
avoiding unnecessary jargon is important for broader accessibility, accurately representing complex
concepts with appropriate specialized terms is also crucial. This balance between precision and
accessibility is a hallmark of well-written abstracts.

Verb Tense and Aspect in Academic Abstracts

The appropriate use of verb tense in academic abstracts is a critical aspect of conveying information
accurately and adhering to scholarly conventions, often informed by guidance found in style manuals
like CMOS. Generally, verb tense in abstracts follows specific patterns related to the type of
information being presented. Understanding these patterns ensures consistency and clarity for the
reader attempting to grasp the essence of the research.

The choice of tense often depends on whether the abstract is describing the research itself, its
findings, or its implications. This nuanced approach to verb usage is vital for signaling to the reader
exactly what aspect of the research is being communicated at any given moment. Careful attention to
these grammatical details elevates the professionalism of the abstract.

Describing the Research Process

When describing the research process or the study itself, the past tense is typically employed. This is
because the actions of conducting the research, collecting data, and performing analyses have
already been completed. For instance, "The study investigated the effects of X on Y," or "Researchers
analyzed the data collected from N participants." This use of past tense clearly signals that the
narrative is referring to actions undertaken in the past, which forms the basis of the reported findings.

Even when discussing the methodology or the design of the experiment, the past tense is generally
preferred as it refers to the established plan that was executed. For example, "The participants were
randomly assigned to one of two groups," or "A questionnaire was administered to assess attitudes."
This consistent use of past tense for describing the completed actions of research lends a sense of
factual reporting to the abstract.

Presenting Findings and Conclusions

When presenting the findings and conclusions of a study, the present tense is often more appropriate,
especially when discussing what the results mean or what the study shows. This is because the



findings themselves are now established facts of the research, and their implications are often
presented as ongoing truths or future considerations. For example, "The results indicate a significant
correlation between variable A and variable B," or "This study suggests that early intervention is
crucial."

Furthermore, the present tense can also be used when referring to established knowledge or general
truths that the research addresses or contributes to. For instance, "Existing literature suggests a gap
in our understanding," or "The findings challenge previous assumptions about the phenomenon." This
shift to the present tense for implications and interpretations helps to connect the specific research to
a broader academic discourse.

Punctuation and Style Conventions for Abstracts

Punctuation and specific style conventions, as outlined by CMOS, play a crucial role in ensuring the
clarity, readability, and professional appearance of an abstract. Correct punctuation not only guides
the reader through the sentence structure but also prevents ambiguity. For instance, the proper use
of commas, semicolons, and periods ensures that clauses are correctly separated and that the
intended relationships between ideas are conveyed.

Beyond basic punctuation, CMOS offers guidance on various stylistic elements that are pertinent to
abstract writing, such as capitalization, the use of numbers, and the treatment of abbreviations.
Adhering to these conventions promotes consistency and a polished presentation, making the
abstract more accessible and credible to its intended audience.

Commas and Semicolons

Commas are essential for separating elements within a sentence to enhance clarity. In abstracts, they
are frequently used to separate items in a series, set off introductory clauses or phrases, and divide
independent clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction. For example, "The study examined
methodology, results, and implications." Semicolons are typically used to connect two closely related
independent clauses that could stand as separate sentences but are intentionally linked. For instance,
"The initial results were promising; subsequent analysis revealed unexpected patterns."

Proper comma and semicolon usage in an abstract ensures that complex ideas are presented in a
digestible manner. Overuse or misuse can lead to confusion, while judicious application enhances flow
and readability. Following CMOS guidelines for these punctuation marks helps to maintain a clear and
logical progression of information within the limited space of an abstract.

Numbers and Abbreviations

CMOS provides specific guidelines on when to spell out numbers and when to use numerals.
Generally, numbers one through nine are spelled out, while numerals are used for 10 and above, with
exceptions for statistical data, percentages, and measurements. In abstracts, consistency is key. If a



numerical concept is central to the abstract's message, using numerals might be appropriate for
clarity, even if below ten. For example, "a 5-week intervention" is clearer than "a five-week
intervention" if the duration is a critical parameter.

Abbreviations should be used sparingly and defined upon their first use, unless they are universally
recognized within the specific field. CMOS recommends defining abbreviations the first time they
appear in the text, which is also a crucial practice for abstracts. For instance, "The study utilized a
standardized questionnaire (SQ). The SQ demonstrated high reliability." This ensures that readers,
regardless of their familiarity with specific acronyms, can understand the abstract.

Keywords and Terminology in CMOS-Compliant
Abstracts

The selection of appropriate keywords and the precise use of terminology are fundamental to making
an abstract discoverable and accurately representative of the research. While CMOS primarily focuses
on grammar and style, its emphasis on clarity and precision directly supports the effective use of
technical language and the strategic selection of keywords that will facilitate indexing and retrieval.
Keywords are the terms that database search engines and human readers will use to categorize and
locate the abstract and its associated research.

The terminology chosen for an abstract must be accurate, unambiguous, and appropriate for the
intended audience. This involves a careful balance between using specialized terms that precisely
define the research area and avoiding excessive jargon that might alienate readers outside of a
narrow sub-discipline. Effective keyword selection, combined with precise terminology, ensures that
the abstract serves its purpose both as a summary and as a searchable descriptor.

Selecting Effective Keywords

Effective keywords are those that accurately reflect the core concepts, methodologies, and findings of
the research. They should be specific enough to capture the essence of the work but broad enough to
be searchable within relevant databases. Think about the terms a researcher in your field would use
to find studies like yours. CMOS implicitly supports this by advocating for precision; your keywords
should be precise descriptors of your content.

A good practice is to derive keywords from the main components of the abstract: the problem
statement, the methodology, the key variables, and the primary findings or conclusions. For instance,
if an abstract discusses the impact of climate change on agricultural yields in the Midwest, keywords
might include "climate change," "agriculture," "crop yields," "Midwest," and specific crop types or
analytical methods used. Most journals or conferences will specify the number of keywords required.

Precise Use of Technical Language



The Chicago Manual of Style's emphasis on clarity and precision is directly applicable to the use of
technical language in abstracts. While technical terms are often necessary to accurately convey
research, they should be used judiciously. If a term has multiple meanings, the context of the abstract
should make its intended meaning clear. Similarly, if a term is highly specialized and not universally
understood even within the field, it may require a brief, integrated definition if space permits, or
careful consideration of whether a more accessible term could suffice without sacrificing accuracy.

The goal is to communicate the research effectively to the intended audience, which may include
individuals with varying levels of expertise. Therefore, while maintaining scientific rigor, abstract
writers should strive for language that is as accessible as possible without compromising the integrity
of the research. This involves selecting the most accurate and informative terms that also lend
themselves to clear understanding by peers and potentially by researchers from related disciplines.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in Abstract Writing

Despite the apparent simplicity of summarizing research, several common pitfalls can detract from
the effectiveness and professionalism of an abstract. Awareness of these frequent errors, many of
which are implicitly addressed by CMOS principles of clarity and conciseness, can help writers
produce superior abstracts. Avoiding these mistakes ensures that the abstract accurately represents
the research and adheres to academic standards.

These pitfalls range from grammatical errors and stylistic inconsistencies to issues related to content
and structure. By understanding and actively working to circumvent them, writers can significantly
improve the quality and impact of their abstracts. This proactive approach is essential for effective
scholarly communication.

Including information not present in the main text.

Making claims or interpretations not supported by the research.

Using undefined abbreviations or jargon.

Exceeding the word limit specified by the journal or conference.

Omitting crucial elements such as methodology or key findings.

Using overly technical language without explanation.

Employing vague or ambiguous phrasing.

Including citations or references within the abstract.

Focusing too much on background information rather than the study itself.



Overly Technical Jargon and Acronyms

One of the most significant pitfalls in abstract writing is the overuse of highly technical jargon or
undefined acronyms. While essential for precise communication within a specialized field, these
elements can render an abstract incomprehensible to a broader audience, including reviewers who
may not be specialists in the exact sub-discipline. CMOS stresses clarity, and this applies directly to
the accessibility of terminology. If a term or acronym is not universally understood, it should be
defined upon first use, or a more broadly understandable equivalent should be sought if it does not
compromise accuracy.

For example, an abstract for a biomedical journal might discuss a novel therapeutic approach. If it
relies heavily on specific biochemical pathway names or acronyms that are only familiar to a small
group of researchers, its reach will be limited. Similarly, using an acronym like "PCR" (polymerase
chain reaction) is generally acceptable in biology, but less common ones require definition. The goal
is to inform, not to obscure, and clarity through appropriate terminology is paramount.

Lack of Essential Information

Another common issue is the omission of crucial components that are expected in a research
abstract. A complete abstract should typically include a brief statement of the problem or objective,
the methodology employed, the main findings or results, and the conclusions or implications of the
research. Abstracts that lack one or more of these elements fail to provide a comprehensive overview
and can leave readers with more questions than answers. This is a failure of content that can
undermine the very purpose of the abstract.

For instance, an abstract that details the problem and methodology but provides no actual results is
incomplete. Conversely, an abstract that lists findings but offers no context about how they were
obtained or what they mean is also deficient. Ensuring that all the core components are present, even
in a condensed form, is vital for an effective abstract. The guidance from CMOS on logical structure
and completeness in writing indirectly supports this need for comprehensive information within the
abstract's confines.

References and Citations

A fundamental rule of abstract writing, often implicitly understood but worth emphasizing, is the
exclusion of references and citations. Abstracts are intended to be standalone summaries. Including
citations suggests that the abstract is part of a larger, referenced work and can confuse readers or
imply that the work is not original. CMOS itself provides detailed guidance on citation styles, but in
the context of an abstract, the principle of self-containment overrides the need for external
referencing. The abstract should convey the author's own research and conclusions, not a review of
existing literature, although it might briefly frame the research within a known problem.

If the research builds directly on a specific prior work that is absolutely critical to understanding the
abstract's premise, it might be subtly alluded to in a phrase like "building upon recent findings in X,"



but without a formal citation. The focus must remain on the current study's contributions. This
adherence to a self-contained format is essential for the abstract's function in databases and
publications.

FAQ Section:

Q: What is the primary purpose of following the Chicago
Manual of Style grammar for abstracts writing?
A: The primary purpose is to ensure clarity, conciseness, accuracy, and adherence to academic
standards, making the research accessible and credible to a wider audience.

Q: Should I use active or passive voice in my abstract when
following CMOS?
A: CMOS generally prefers active voice for its directness and conciseness, which is ideal for abstracts.
However, passive voice can be used when the agent is unimportant or unknown.

Q: How does CMOS advise on the use of numbers and
abbreviations in abstracts?
A: CMOS suggests consistency. Numbers below ten are typically spelled out, but numerals are often
used for statistical data or when clarity demands it. Abbreviations should be defined upon first use
unless universally recognized.

Q: What verb tense should I use when presenting findings in
an abstract according to CMOS principles?
A: When presenting findings and their implications, the present tense is generally preferred, as it
indicates established facts or ongoing relevance. For describing the research process, past tense is
used.

Q: Can I include references or citations in my abstract if I'm
using CMOS grammar?
A: No, abstracts are designed to be standalone summaries. CMOS does not advocate for including
references or citations within an abstract.

Q: How important is keyword selection when adhering to
Chicago Manual of Style grammar for abstracts writing?
A: While CMOS focuses on grammar and style, effective keyword selection is crucial for
discoverability. Precise terminology, a CMOS emphasis, directly supports the selection of accurate and



relevant keywords.

Q: What are some common content-related mistakes to avoid
in abstracts following CMOS guidelines?
A: Common mistakes include including information not in the main text, making unsupported claims,
using undefined jargon, omitting essential components like methodology or findings, and exceeding
word limits.

Q: How does CMOS's emphasis on clarity affect the use of
technical jargon in abstracts?
A: CMOS's focus on clarity means that while technical jargon is sometimes necessary, it should be
used judiciously and, if not universally understood, defined upon first use to ensure accessibility.
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