
Poster Guidelines

MAKING EFFECTIVE GRAPHICS



POSTERS

● Summary of your research, only include the 
clear core message.
● Minimal text: replace text with images, 
bullet points.
● Are audience dependent: specialist vs 
general (jargon, writing style).



TODAYS TAKE HOME POINT

“A conference poster 

should be readable in 

3 minutes, from 3 

metres away, after 3 
beers.”

Matthew Wakefield, PhD



WHY?



THE POWER OF

GOOD DATA PRESENTATION

Infographs: graphic or visual representations of data or 
knowledge intended to present information quickly and clearly.



VISUALISATIONS DONE CORRECTLY 
ARE A VERY POWERFUL TOOL

• A good figure supports focused 
data with good design to tell 
a shareable story in a clear and 
concise manner.

• There is room to be creative but 
never mislead your audience.

• Use relevant data or reputable 
sources (and cite!).

• A great infographic allows the 
viewer to grasp the implications of 
big data or a small moment.



No-one is expecting you to create an award winning 
infographic however they can inform us on how data should 
be visually treated.
 Use simple graphics that that tie to your data.
 Use visualizations that most clearly illustrate the 

data/your point. 
 Limit your colour palette.
 Convey the message at a glance: take a lot of data, or a 

number of concepts, and boil it down to one image.
 Establish a connection between sections (good data 

visualisations utilize the hierarchy of information).
 Quality control: make sure the graphics and numbers 

match.

DATA PRESENTATION
KEEP A CLEAR DESIGN



If these physicists can boil down the 
birth of the universe into a simple 

figure you can too.

A good graph:
• Doesn’t have to be complicated
• Reveals the data.
• Induces the reader to think about 

the data being presented (rather 
than some other aspect of the 
graph).

• Avoids distorting the data.
• Presents many numbers with 

minimum ink.
• Makes large data sets (assuming 

you have one) coherent.
• Encourages the reader to compare 

different pieces of data.
• Illuminates any accompanying 

text.

A famous graph

Line = Predicted

http://science.nasa.gov/missions/cobe/

Crosses = Observed

Declining cosmic radiation 
measures suggest the universe 
started with a big bang.

KEEP A CLEAR DESIGN

http://science.nasa.gov/missions/cobe/


FORMATTING AND CONTENT
MAKE SURE THE POSTER ‘FLOWS’
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Poster by Michael Young, Astronomical Data Analysis Software and Systems 
conference 2016.



FORMATTING AND CONTENT
THE RULE OF THIRDS

The rule of thirds is applied by aligning a subject with the guide lines and their intersection 

points, placing the horizon on the top or bottom line, allowing linear features in the image to 

flow from section to section, or, make sure things line up and flow properly.



FORMATTING AND CONTENT
REDUCE YOUR EXPERIMENT(S) DOWN

A poster should be condensed, sweet and to the point.

• Don’t include an abstract in a poster, the poster IS the 
abstract.

• Generally speaking: less is more.
• Include enough detail for the poster to stand on its own 

but strip the information down based on relevance.
• You can always discuss details with people visiting your 

poster.



FORMATTING AND CONTENT
REDUCE YOUR EXPERIMENT(S) DOWN

The experiment involved a 16 cm (h) x 30 cm (w) x
45 cm (d) box positioned on a table immediately in
front of the participant, in alignment with the
sagittal body midline. A model (wooden) artist
hand (measuring 30.5 cm from tip of the middle
finger to the base of the wrist) with articulated
joints was placed with the palm faced down on top
of the box in an anatomically congruent position.
Direct view of the model hand was obscured by
positioning a piece of cardboard between the
model hand and participant’s face, and a 40 cm (h)
x 30 cm (w) single plane mirror was placed on the
box in front of the participant at the point where the
fingertips of the model hand ended.

• A model hand was positioned on a box in front 
of the participant.

• Participants viewed the model hand reflected in 
a mirror.

• Direct view of the model hand was obscured by 
a piece of cardboard. (see Figure)

ORIGINAL REDUCED



A BREAKDOWN OF AN ACADEMIC 

POSTER

A big piece of wall-mounted paper of your experiment(s) featuring:
1. Short title: short, succinct, specific.
2. Introduction/background: your burning research question.
3. Methods: an overview of your novel experimental approach. 
4. Results: your amazing results in graphical form. 
5. Discussion/conclusion: some insightful discussion of 

aforementioned results. 
6. References: a short listing of previously published articles that are 

important to your research. 
7. Acknowledgements: Some brief acknowledgement of the 

tremendous assistance and/or financial support from others.

If all text is kept to a minimum, a person could fully read your poster in 
a short amount of time.



FORMATTING AND CONTENT
SECTIONS AND GUIDELINES

Title (1-2 lines)
Should briefly convey the interesting issue, 
the general experimental approach, and the 
system (e.g., organism); needs to be catchy in 
order to reel in intoxicated passersby. 
[approximately 1-2 lines]

Intro (<200 words)
• Get your viewer interested in the issue or question.
• Use the absolute minimum of background information and 

definitions. 
• Quickly place your issue in the context of published, primary 

literature; then pitch an interesting, novel hypothesis.
• Then describe (briefly) the experimental approach 

that tested your hypothesis.
• Unlike a manuscript, the introduction of a poster is a good 

place to put a photograph or illustration that communicates 
some aspect of your research question. [approximately 200 
words]



FORMATTING AND CONTENT
SECTIONS AND GUIDELINES

Materials and Methods (<200 words)
• Briefly describe experimental equipment 

and procedure
• Details can be explained if needed. 
• Use figures and flow charts to illustrate 

experimental design if possible.
• How do these address your hypothesis? 

Results (<200 words)
• First mention if your procedure or 

manipulation worked.
• Present data analyses that specifically 

address your hypotheses.
• Use supporting charts or images.
• Include engaging figure legends that 

could stand on their own.
• You can use tables, but opt for figures 

where you can.
• This is usually the largest section.



FORMATTING AND CONTENT
SECTIONS AND GUIDELINES

Conclusions/discussion (<200 words)
• Remind audience of hypothesis tested.
• Was it supported or not?
• Convince reader why the finding is 

interesting.
• State relevance to existing work.
• Future directions?

Literature cited (try to stay below five)
Follow format described by the American 
Psychcological Association (APA) 
exactly (grammar and typography police at 
conferences will find even minor infractions, 
trust me). 

Acknowledgements (<40 words)
• Thank individuals for specific 

contributions.
• This includes equipment donation, stats 

advice, lab assistance, feedback etc.
• Funding.
• Any disclosures or conflicts of interest?

Further info (Optional, <20 words)
Your name and email address.
A URL or QR code to download the poster.
A4 handouts?

Using Oscar 

Wreaths to make 

your poster look 

better is cheating



THINGS TO AVOID
VISUALISATIONS NOT 

MATCHING YOUR POINT(S)

Can you spot what is wrong with this Venn Diagram?



THINGS TO AVOID
INCLUDING SPSS OUTPUTS

IN THE POSTER

You are supposed to 
be serving up the data 

Not the raw ingredients!



THINGS TO AVOID
MISLEADING YOUR AUDIENCE

This axis is a 
mortal sin



THINGS TO AVOID
UNCLEAR DATA LABELS

Abominations!



THINGS TO AVOID

Keep It Simple, Stupid (KISS)

REDUNDANT GRAPHICS



THINGS TO AVOID

Fonts matter!

INNAPROPRIATE FONTS



THINGS TO AVOID
UNDER-REPORTING DATA

Don’t hide critical data or obfuscate your 
findings.



THINGS TO AVOID
OVER-REPORTING DATA

Don’t overload your 
audience!



CRAP POSTER BINGO!



WHAT’S WRONG 
WITH THIS POSTER?



CRAP POSTER BINGO!

ALSO:
• Results are presented in 

sentences instead of 
visually with charts.

• Way too much text.
• Dodgey word art on title.
• Text box backgrounds are 

too dark.
• Some text boxes too wide 

(aim for 45-65 characters 
per line).

• The content (if you can see 
it) is also bad science.

This poster has featured as a 
‘bad example’ in Nature: 
http://www.nature.com/naturejobs
/science/articles/10.1038/nj7387-
113a

http://www.nature.com/naturejobs/science/articles/10.1038/nj7387-113a


HOW TO MAKE A POSTER

Pictures imports saved 
pictures directly. Make sure 
they are of sufficient 
resolution.

Cropping 
and resizing 
is useful.

You can also use 
the ‘PrtScn’ 
keyboard 
button to copy 
your whole 
screen, paste 
and crop.

1. Holding ‘shift’ will while resizing 
will keep the ratio constant.

2. The rotate icon allows you to 
turn the shape.

3. ‘Shape fill’ will allow you to 
change the colour.

4. The eyedropper icon will allow 
you to sample a colour from 
anywhere in the PP.

5. Remember to change line width 
and colour as it suits.

6. Use the ‘arrange’ icon for quick 
rotations and flips.

The small yellow boxes allow you to 
alter a component of the shape.

Shapes are very useful.
Click and drag to create 
text boxes.

Most of what you will be using will be under the ‘insert’ tab.

1. Shape outline will change the 
colour around the text box (like 
this!).

2. Keep text left-aligned.
3. Sans serif fonts are 

recommended.

4. Text size recommendations:
• Title: 85pt

• Authors: 56pt

• Sub-headings: 36pt

• Body text: 24pt

• Captions: 18pt

• Body text: 30-48pt

Import pictures.



PIVOT CHARTS/TABLES

INSTRUCTIONS MAY VARY FOR MACS

Pivot charts are one of Excel's most powerful features. A pivot chart allows you 

to extract the significance from a large, detailed data set.

• Very useful for visually exploring large datasets quickly.

• You can copy and paste SPSS output directly into Excel.

• You can then do a quick pivot table to create a chart.

• You can also use your SPSS output to create the error bars.



PUBLISHER FIGURE EDITING

Chart editors in SPSS and Google Sheets can be tricky. I personally use 

Publisher to get more control over my figures. To do this:

• Past figure into publisher.

• Flip, rotate, crop, add text, move layers back and forth, and customise 

fonts etc..

• Highlight all of the figure components.

• ‘Group’ them.

• Right click and save as any kind of image you like.

• Copy and paste this image into your poster.



POSTER CHECKLIST

Word count guidelines
(remember generally the less the better)
• Title (1-2 lines).
• Intro (<200 words).
• Materials/methods (<200 words).
• Results (<200 words).
• Conclusions/discussion (<200).
• Citations (5 or less).
• Acknowledgements (<40 words)
• Further info (Optional, <20 words)

All posters uploaded on the Transferable Skills VLE website will receive feedback!



FURTHER READING
• A great blog on good posters/presentation: http://betterposters.blogspot.co.uk/
• Colin Purrungton’s poster design tips: http://colinpurrington.com/tips/poster-

design
• Periodic Table of Academic posters: 

http://www.makesigns.com/tutorials/scientific-poster-parts.aspx
• Slocombe and Levita. All you ever wanted to know about
• Research methods. Page 291-300 Poster presentations.
• APA presentation standards: 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/17/

BONUS RESOURCES:
• A really good article on misleading graphs and figures:

http://www.statisticshowto.com/misleading-graphs/
• A website aggregating crappy looking graphs (Sort by ‘top of all time’): 

http://www.reddit.com/r/dataisugly
• A website aggregating good looking graphs (Sort by ‘top of all time’): 

http://www.reddit.com/r/dataisbeautiful
• How to lie with bar charts (i.e. don’t do this): http://imgur.com/a/rmaN8
• A good website for fun infographics: http://www.informationisbeautiful.net/

http://betterposters.blogspot.co.uk/
http://colinpurrington.com/tips/poster-design
http://www.makesigns.com/tutorials/scientific-poster-parts.aspx
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/17/
http://www.statisticshowto.com/misleading-graphs/
http://www.reddit.com/r/dataisugly
http://www.reddit.com/r/dataisbeautiful
http://imgur.com/a/rmaN8
http://www.informationisbeautiful.net/

