
ABSTRACT & SPECIFIC 

AIMS

Developed by Holly L. Storkel 

With past input from Ed Conture, Karen 

Forrest, Karen Kirk, Brenda Ryals

1



Fast Facts

• Abstract & Specific Aims:

• Create a first impression of your grant

• WIDELY read

• These are the only two sections distributed to reviewers during the 
reviewer selection process

• Will help determine who reviews your grant

• Often skimmed by other “unassigned” reviewers prior to or during 
discussion
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Form Requirements/Instructions

• Abstract

• 30 lines of text

• Note that there is a separate section for health impact

• Specific Aims

• A set page limit (1 page)

• Doesn't count towards your “research strategy” page limit (6 or 12 

pages)
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SPECIFIC AIMS: THE 

BASICS
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SF424 (p. I-110): Instructions
(same in Fellowship Instructions)
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Specific Aims: Goals

• Specific Aims should:
• Excite the reviewer

• Inspire confidence in the PI

• Set the framework for the rest of the application
• Establish the specific themes or questions that guide particular projects 

or studies

• Provide integration of those specific themes or questions
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Specific Aims: Essential Elements

• Specific Aims should provide the following essentials:
• Overarching Goal: What is the problem/issue and why should it be 

studied?

• Theory/Rationale/Motivation: The why of the application.

• Approach: What is the applicant’s approach/method?

• Specific Questions/Hypotheses: More specific goals that will be 
addressed in particular studies

• Significance/Innovation: Why is the above of import, of 
significance?  How will the above advance basic and applied 
knowledge and/or impact the nation’s health? How is this 
application innovative?
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Specific Aims: Analysis Checklist
• Is there a statement of theory, what is known, etc.?

• Is there a statement of what is unknown, the problem, etc.?

• Is there a clear goal of the planned research (should involve 
addressing what is unknown)? 

• Are the specific questions/issues to be addressed (i.e., the specific 
aims) clearly identified and stated?

• Is the approach referenced in appropriate detail? (could be 
incorporated into each aim or could be separate; might be quite brief)

• Is it clear what will be known at the conclusion of the proposed 
research?

• Is it clear why that knowledge is important?

• Is the innovation of this application clear? 
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SPECIFIC AIMS 

EXAMPLE
Storkel book reading R01
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• Yellow = problem (kids with SLI have trouble learning 

words)

• Pink = impact/importance of problem (places them at risk 

for other problems)

• Green = potential solution (interactive book reading)

• Blue = long-term goal and specific objective of this 

proposal (figure out how to use this treatment with this 

population)
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• Not highlighted = succinct statement of Aim

• Yellow = general problem (current version of interactive 

book reading won’t work for this population)

• Pink = more specific problem (don’t really know what will 

work)

• Green = solution pursued in this aim + tiny bit about 

approach (Let’s figure it out!)
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• Aim 2 = succinct statement of Aim 2

• Aim 2 is pretty closely linked to Aim 1 so there is not as much 

problem details

• Yellow = what will be learned through this aim
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• Aim 3 = succinct statement

• Yellow = issue (not really a problem)

• Pink = theory/prediction

• Green = goal/outcome of this aim
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• Conclusion or summary of the aims

• Yellow = summary of the outcome or the predicted 

accomplishments of this research

• Pink = next step/future direction

• Comment: Little bit of a snooze here. Abstract has more 

powerful conclusion. Should have been incorporated 

here.
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ABSTRACT: THE 

BASICS
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SF424 (p. I-61): Instructions 
(same in Fellowship Instructions)
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Abstract: Goals

• Abstract should:

• Invite and encourage the reviewer to read the grant

• Excite the reviewer about the research

• Inspire confidence in the PI
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Abstract: Essential Elements

• Abstract should provide the following essentials:
• Overarching Goal: What is the problem/issue and why should it be 

studied?

• Approach: What is the applicant’s approach/method?

• Significance/Innovation: Why is the above of import, of 
significance?  How will the above advance basic and applied 
knowledge and/or impact the nation’s health? How is this 
application innovative?
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Abstract: Analysis Checklist

• Is there a statement of theory, what is known, etc.?

• Is there a statement of what is unknown, problem, etc.?

• Is there a clear goal of the planned research (should 
involve addressing what is unknown)?

• Is the approach to address the goal noted, briefly 
described, etc.?

• Is it clear what will be known at the conclusion of the 
proposed research?

• Is it clear why that knowledge is important?
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ABSTRACT EXAMPLE
Storkel book reading R01
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• Yellow = general problem 

(kids with SLI have trouble learning new words)

• Pink = more specific problem that will be explicitly 

addressed in this grant 

(few effective treatments)

• Green = long-term goal 

(adapt a known treatment for use with this population)

• Blue = current step towards long-term goal 

(preliminary clinical trial)

• Aims in brief 

(peach – adequate intensity, purple – extent of benefit, 

gray – best combination)

• Orange = outcomes & impact 

(more of this probably should have been re-iterated in the 

aims)
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GENERAL TIPS
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General Tips

• Many people write these two sections as an “after 
thought” = not a good idea!

• START here and SHARE with mentors immediately!

• Sets the stage for the rest of the application

• Both sections should be concise (e.g., ~½ -1 
page for each)

• Delete anything that is unnecessary and get to the point

• Try to have new information in each statement

• Both sections should be powerful and compelling
• Avoid generic empty statements: “The findings will have 

implications for treatment”
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General Tips

• Write for a “semi-naïve” audience

• Try to avoid jargon or provide short, clear definitions of 
crucial terms

• For jargon/technical terms, pick a single term and stick 
with it throughout the application

• Avoid acronyms!!

• Ask others to review these two sections extracted 
from the rest of the grant

• Gives you a sense of how a reviewer will react to the 
sections

• If your “internal” reviewers are not *excited* about the 
research, revise!
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Mentor Group “Charge”
• Critique YOUR aims and abstracts in mentor groups

• Watch your time: Spend half on one protégé and half on the other

• Decide whether to tackle aims or abstract first (may not have time for both)

• Analyze each person’s aims and/or abstract (refer to analysis handout)

• Create a plan for revision

• Aims? Abstract? Both?

• Be realistic: You have other homework!

• Decide on timeline for revision

• Revise tonight or tomorrow AM

• Pick a deadline on Tuesday for sending revised items to the group 

Exchange e-mail addresses

• Follow-up discussion on Wednesday Morning (breakfast)
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