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Scientific symposia often feature hundreds of abstracts competing for the limited attention of attendees who must decide which talks to attend while simultaneously locating coffee and the correct lecture theatre. This study investigates the rhetorical strategies that make symposium abstracts more likely to capture reader interest rather than being quietly ignored between sips of caffeine. We conducted a content analysis of 420 abstracts submitted to interdisciplinary science symposia between 2018 and 2024, coding for features such as title framing, novelty claims, narrative structure, clarity of research significance, and the inclusion of concrete results. Engagement indicators—including abstract views, bookmarking behaviour, and session attendance—were analysed using conference programme and mobile application data. Abstracts that introduced a clear research question in the opening sentence and reported at least one specific result or quantitative finding received significantly higher engagement. Titles emphasising novelty or practical relevance also correlated with increased readership, particularly when they avoided phrases such as “a preliminary investigation into…”, which appeared to signal that even the authors were not entirely sure what they had discovered. Conversely, abstracts dominated by lengthy methodological detail or dense technical language were less likely to attract attention, especially in interdisciplinary settings where readers may abandon the effort after encountering their third unfamiliar acronym. Qualitative analysis further suggested that effective abstracts follow a concise narrative arc—problem, approach, key finding, and implication—within strict word limits. Authors who clearly explain why their research matters beyond a narrow field appear to attract broader audiences and reduce the risk of presenting to a room consisting only of collaborators and one politely confused attendee. These findings suggest that successful symposium abstracts balance clarity, specificity, and relevance, demonstrating that the most effective abstract may simply be the one readers can understand before their coffee gets cold.
