
How to Write an Impactful Abstract 
& Cover Letter for Journal 
Submission



About Me

• Faculty Lecturer in the McGill Writing Centre

• Most recently researching wellness and fitness influencers on social 
media

• I teach several science communication courses (WCOM 314, 414, 
624/7), as well as Writing the Internet (WCOM 317) and Digital 
Storytelling (WCOM417)

• Check out McGill Writing Centre website for more info on courses, 
tutoring and workshops



Overview

• Audience
oPerson vs. Journal

• Abstract

• Cover Letter

• An annoying takeaway



Caveats

• This presentation comes from my experience in the social sciences, 
publishing in largely North American and European academic journals

• Academic publishing in general is facing a crisis of  too many papers and 
too few reviewers/editors (AI exacerbates this)

oHow to make your article stand out is by doing your homework



Terms

• What do we mean by impactful? 
oThis should not just be about how to get your paper accepted. This is ultimately 

about showing why your paper matters



Audience

• Think about audience before content
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Audience

• Think about audience before content
oFirst stop is someone from the editorial board of  the journal to which you're 

submitting 

o Second stop is peer reviewers

• Editor wants to know two things:

o Is this article interesting/significant in general?

o Is this article the right fit for our journal?



Article & Journal Fit

• How to know if  your article is a good fit:
oRead aims & scope (example) of  journal

oRead past articles from the journal

• The goal is to go from "filling a gap in the literature" to "productively 
adding to the conversation happening in this journal"

o "Filling a gap" is necessary but not sufficient for paper motivations when 
submitting to a journal. After you tell me your research fills a gap I will say "so 
what? Who cares?" And these are the questions you need good answers to.

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rjmm20/about-this-journal#aims-and-scope


Abstracts

• In general, abstracts should summarize your paper while including:
oMotivation for the paper

▪ So what? Who cares? Why talk about this subject now? Etc.

oApproach/method

oResults

oTakeaway/Conclusion

• In general think 1-3 sentences per section of  your paper

oThis will depend on different abstract word counts so READ YOUR 
SUBMISSION INSTRUCTIONS



Abstract Example



Abstract links to Aims & Scopes



Article Cover Letter

• The goal here is to expand on the following aspects of  your paper that 
will not be fully served by the abstract:
oGo from "filling a gap in the literature" to "productively adding to the 

conversation happening in this journal"

oMotivation for the paper

▪ So what? Who cares? Why talk about this subject now? Etc.

• This should be written as an actual letter to your future editor

oTell them directly which aspects to care about



Article Cover Letter

• Should also include:
oExplanation of  conflicts of  interest (if  applicable)

o Statement that the article has not been published or currently under review 
elsewhere

• Examples of  helpful templates

oTaylor & Francis

o Springer

• You don't need to reinvent the wheel

oFollow an appropriate template for your journal

oWhat goes inside the template is what matters

https://authorservices.taylorandfrancis.com/publishing-your-research/making-your-submission/writing-a-journal-article-cover-letter/
https://authorservices.taylorandfrancis.com/publishing-your-research/making-your-submission/writing-a-journal-article-cover-letter/
https://www.springer.com/gp/authors-editors/authorandreviewertutorials/submitting-to-a-journal-and-peer-review/cover-letters/10285574
https://www.springer.com/gp/authors-editors/authorandreviewertutorials/submitting-to-a-journal-and-peer-review/cover-letters/10285574


Cover Letter Example

• Bad
o I identified a methodological gap in the literature on the attention economy which was 

that there were few studies using interviews and many using digital ethnography or 
textual analysis

• Better
• Most of  our understanding of  the attention economy is focused on actions and 

outcomes. What do influencers do to attract attention, and what are the impacts on 
social media users? This study advances our understanding of  the attention economy by 
using in-depth interviews to better understand the motivations and strategies of  
influencers engaging in attention-seeking actions. Investigating why influencers do what 
they do challenges theoretical assumptions about the attention economy derived only 
from looking at outcomes and helps explain how it impacts influencers as a subset of  
social media users.



Cover Letter Alternatives

• Cover letters are not always required but recommended

• Some journals will require a "summary statement of  contribution" (or 
something similar) either instead of  or in addition to a cover letter



Example statement of  contribution

• Summary Statement of  Contribution: This paper contributes to the 
understanding of  how social media influencers and content creators 
market themselves by empirically examining their attention-management 
strategies. This paper critically extends the concept of  the attention 
economy by identifying conditions in which attention is mitigated and 
undesirable, suggesting the need for a more qualitative appraisal of  often 
quantitative measures of  attention on social media. 



Annoying Takeaway

• Abstracts and article cover letters often feel like a drag because we think 
of  them as unnecessary and not the important part of  the research

• HOWEVER, you can reframe these tasks as practices that help you 
better understand your own research. We might think our own 
motivations for doing our research are obvious but writing them out 
gives us a chance to better know our own work and why it matters



Questions
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