
Prime Abstract 101 – Getting Started 
 
Writing a prime abstract is more about learning to organize your thinking.  It’s amazing how often we 
avoid asking some very important questions about our own research.  The Prime Abstract was not 
designed to compete with more traditional paper abstracts.  It’s entirely about training yourself to 
organize in a specific way.  Think of it like a formal physical training exercise or like a karate form.  
Learn how to master this document and you’ll gain some core skills that will make you a more 
organized researcher overall. PLEASE FOLLOW THE PRESCRIBED ORDER.  DON’T TRY TO BE OVERLY 
CREATIVE WITH EITHER THE WORDING/PHRASING OR THE STRUCTURE OF THE FORMAT.  IN FACT, THE 
MAIN PURPOSE IS TO PRESENT THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF YOUR WORK AS SUCCINCTLY and 
CLEARLY AS POSSIBLE.  Let’s get started. 
 
I want you to write a 1 PAGE set of 3 paragraphs:   WHAT, WHERE/WHEN, and HOW paragraphs.  
Here’s a step-by-step way to do that. 

 
paragraph 1: a what paragraph that contains: 
 
1) First stating, a “higher order question” -- that is one of your big questions.  Ask yourself, as an 

academic (or professional) what kind of questions do you want to spend a long part of your life 
answering?  This is a question of such importance that a physicist, a literary critic, or a childhood 
friend would understand.  Make it simple, but challenging.  Here are a couple of examples:   
 

 “How is inequality related to poverty?” 
 

2) FOLLOWED by a more “specific research question.”  This is the question that focuses the bigger, 
higher-order question in the context of a specific field of study.  So for example, if you were trying to 
answer the inequality/poverty question (above) as an economist, you may use economic language 
to answer the question, for example: 

 

 “How does the Gini coefficient explain large increases in discretionary income within 
transnational communities?” 

 
Notice that here I can use (or might be a good place to introduce) jargon and the vocabulary that is used 
in my field.  If I want to share this with an economist, they’ll get it, but even a lay-person can appreciate 
that I began by asking a big question and then move into a question that I intend to approach and 
answer within my chosen field. 
 
3) THEN, provide a “research description” or “research statement.”  This is one of the hardest things to 
write.  It has to be specific enough to tell people exactly what your research is doing in a succinct way. 
Here is an example of two statements, one that is fair, another strong: 
 

 A fair statement:  This research explores the relationship between disaster responsiveness 
and income inequality in developing countries. 

 



 A very good/strong statement:  “This research conducts an ethnography of 35 disaster 
response experts in Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Turkey, focusing on practices focused 
on places where income inequality is prominent. 

 
Notice how the fair statement doesn’t tell you anything specific about the research you’re doing.  The 
very good statement gives you a specific details of the work, including the type of research, the location 
of the research focus, and the historical period that is being studied.  Some studies are contemporary, so 
you can say, “focusing on current practices among (x number) of research institutes.”    
 
4) FINALLY, formulate a concise, straightforward statement about your contributions.  The statement 
needs to conform to a very basic format, and I’m asking you to conform to a very specific way of stating 
this.   
 

  “This research contributes to the field of X (and maybe Y) with further implications 
(optional) in A (and maybe B).” 

 Using the example I’m currently using:  “This research contributes to the field of economics, 
specifically developmental economics with further implications in the fields of public policy, 
sociology, and public health.” 

 
Remember:  this is a statement of the kind of academic expertise you are claiming.  If your work has the 
most direct implication in the field of sociology, but you want to be an economist, think hard about what 
this means.  I’m not saying you should change, but you should be thinking about how you explain the 
contributions you make to a given field. 
  

paragraph 2:  a where/when paragraph  
 
All research has a place and a time.  If you’re a biologist, you may be focusing on current studies of a cell 
or a genome, using samples from a specific place or population.  If you’re a literary critic, you may be 
studying a body of literature from a specific historical period.  In any event, there are circumstances and 
phenomena in the world that make your work important.  You need to be able to express that in a 
concise way.  This paragraph is a way to practice making statements like this.  Here are the elements of 
this paragraph. 
 
1) START with one or two sentences that places your work in the context of an urgent issue that is 

happening in the world, for example: 
 

 “In 2012, seven major earthquakes occurred in regions where fast economic growth has 
prompted widening gaps in income inequality.  The devastation caused by these 
earthquakes revealed that the most impoverished from these communities have been more 
susceptible to harm, causing policy-makers to raise questions about what has caused the 
increased vulnerability of communities that have encountered dramatic changes in income.” 

 
2) FOLLOWED by a sentence or two that discusses your question in the context of the field of study 

you've chosen to represent your work, for example: 
 

 “The field of economics has long struggled with the concept of inequality.  While 
Neoclassical economists encouraged the minimization of government intervention, 



Keynesians proposed ways for income redistribution to influence shifts in infrastructure and 
social services.” 

 
3) THEN, provide a sentence or two that discusses your question in the context of the methods that are 

being used most currently to study a problem that your work addresses, for example: 
 

 “Recently, longitudinal, large-scale regression models have revealed in-depth relationships 
between inequality and resilience.  Angus Deaton’s 2010 multi-variate analyses of global 
income inequality over a period of 200 years represents the growing trends in the uses of 
these methods to address issues of inequality.” 

 
4) FINALLY, formulate a sentence or two that demonstrates how you are entering this discussion, for 

example: 
 

 “However, criticism of these models have demonstrated the need for qualitative approaches 
to develop variables and a vocabulary currently not present in current studies.  For example, 
the relationship between inequality and disaster/emergency responsiveness is largely 
undefined.  This study seeks to address such issues.” 

  

paragraph 3:  a how paragraph  

 
This paragraph details in a sequence of concise statements the “methods” (that is, accepted tools for 
analyzing and gathering data within your field).  
 
1) You may begin with a statement that reiterates the kind of work you’re doing.  For example: 
 

 “This research consists of a comparative case study in four stages” 
 
2) Then be very mechanical about the next sentences.  These are important sentences, like a recipe 

that will define your work.  They should demonstrate that you’ve thought about the stages of your 
research and that you have learned to effectively write about them "Stage I will consist of...Stage II, 
etc.).  For example, you may wish to have  

 
a) A first stage that reviews the literature on a particular theory or concept.   

 “Stage 1 will review the literature on inequality and income growth and place it in the 
context of key terms, “vulnerability” and “resilience.”  Using the literature, a set of 4 
questions will be constructed for the purpose of interviewing experts in disaster response 
about issues of income inequality.” 

 
b) A second stage may consist in creating or arranging an environment whereby you can conduct 

your study (including data collection, data sampling).   

 “Stage 2 will conduct 5 30-minute interviews of disaster response experts and 5 30-minute 
interviews with economists from a similar region.  The interviews will apply a XYLMNOP 
format as prescribed by Montoya, et. al (2015).” 

 
c) A third stage may consist of analysis, and here you can tell the reader what you’re going to look 

for 



 “Stage 3 will consist of coding the information gathered from surveys, searching specifically 
for information that helps define resilience as a common theme.” 

 
d) A fourth stage may consist of results and findings, and may also include discussions of 

limitations or implications for future study.  You can say almost exactly that with perhaps a little 
more like: 

 “Stage 4 consist of results and findings, and will discuss limitations of the research and 
implications for future study.  Specifically, this stage will discuss how resilience can be 
applied as a variable in future quantitative studies.” 

 
And that’s that.  Keep it as simple as you can, because you’re packing a lot in.  Remember, the point of 
this exercise is to train yourself to think, write, and organize your work in a way that sometimes doesn’t 
get expressed very clearly, and for the most part, isn’t something you repeat often enough to get good 
at.  Now’s your chance to keep your brain attuned to this kind of thinking while also using it to build 
relationships with colleagues, mentors, and financial sponsors. 
 

Let’s see what it looks like as one unified page: 
 
How is inequality related to poverty? How does the Gini coefficient explain large increases in 
discretionary income within transnational communities? This research conducts an ethnography of 35 
disaster response experts in Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Turkey, focusing on practices focused on 
places where income inequality is prominent. This research contributes to the field of economics, 
specifically developmental economics with further implications in the fields of public policy, sociology, 
and public health. 
 
In 2012, seven major earthquakes occurred in regions where fast economic growth has prompted 
widening gaps in income inequality.  The devastation caused by these earthquakes revealed that the 
most impoverished from these communities have been more susceptible to harm, causing policy-makers 
to raise questions about what has caused the increased vulnerability of communities that have 
encountered dramatic changes in income. The field of economics has long struggled with the concept of 
inequality.  While Neoclassical economists encouraged the minimization of government intervention, 
Keynesians proposed ways for income redistribution to influence shifts in infrastructure and social 
services. Recently, longitudinal, large-scale regression models have revealed in-depth relationships 
between inequality and resilience.  Angus Deaton’s 2010 multi-variate analyses of global income 
inequality over a period of 200 years represents the growing trends in the uses of these methods to 
address issues of inequality. However, criticism of these models have demonstrated the need for 
qualitative approaches to develop variables and a vocabulary currently not present in current studies.  
For example, the relationship between inequality and disaster/emergency responsiveness is largely 
undefined.  This study seeks to address such issues. 
 
This research consists of a comparative case study in four stages.  Stage 1 will review the literature on 
inequality and income growth and place it in the context of key terms, “vulnerability” and “resilience.”  
Using the literature, a set of 4 questions will be constructed for the purpose of interviewing experts in 
disaster response about issues of income inequality.  Stage 2 will conduct 5 30-minute interviews of 
disaster response experts and 5 30-minute interviews with economists from a similar region.  The 
interviews will apply a XYLMNOP format as prescribed by Montoya, et. al (2015). Stage 3 will consist of 
coding the information gathered from surveys, searching specifically for information that helps define 



resilience as a common theme. Stage 4 consist of results and findings, and will discuss limitations of the 
research and implications for future study.  Specifically, this stage will discuss how resilience can be 
applied as a variable in future quantitative studies. 

 
 
Is this example a great prime abstract?   
 
Meh.  It’s okay, but it’s a really good start.  At least it lets me get organized and allows me to refine the 
work a little more.   

 
But this isn’t my field.  This doesn’t apply to me… 
 
Actually it does.  All research has to deal with these issues.  It’s more about the architecture of the 
research and how you learn how to do this in relation to your specific field.  Give it a try in relation to 
your own research and try not to convince yourself this doesn’t apply to you.  That’s the easiest way to 
work yourself into a corner with your work. 

 
Editing 
 
A good prime abstract is probably going to undergo several major revisions.  That’s part of the work.  If 
you’re not editing, you’re not organizing and re-organizing (hence, not getting the main value from this 
exercise).  Before submitting a draft to me, please check for the following things: 
 

1.  Does the abstract fit in one page?  Please be sure to do this.  One of the points of having a 1-
page document is to have a convenient, self-contained summary that could be shared with a 
colleague, potential mentor, or collaborator so they may become familiar with your work.  This 
is a way for you to make a strong first impression about the quality of your work. 

2. Did you try to get creative with the format of the paragraphs and the ordering of the sentences?  
Don’t.  It doesn’t help you and it doesn’t help us as we evaluate the quality of your sentences.  
Everyone needs to know exactly where these sentences are.  Follow the prescribed order.  This 
will be of tremendous value.  Trust the process.  Even established scholars use techniques like 
this, so give it a chance.  Good luck! 

 

MJR Montoya (Last Updated 3.27.16) 


