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What are the roles of posters in academic 
communications?



Disclaimer!
SciCom (Posters included) is a form of art

• There is no single recipe for success

• Breaking with tradition can pay off, but may often revile 
and repel, rather than amaze and astound.

ØDon’t drastically depart from traditional guidelines in 
your field unless you have prior knowledge and 
experience – experiment with you peers/mentors first!



What do you notice?
 

What are the important elements for a successful 
poster presentation?

• Woolston, C. Conference presentations: Lead the poster parade. Nature 536, 115–117 (2016). https://doi.org/10.1038/nj7614-115a



What do you notice?
 

What are the important elements for a successful 
poster presentation?

• When it comes to posters, style, format, color, readability, 
attractiveness, and ‘stage presence’ all count. 

ØTake the time to get things right.



Before starting

• Keep your audience in mind: 
• Is it a general audience? 
• Broad scientific audience? 
• Specialists?

• Check on conference site about poster dimensions.

• Focus on a single story.



Content



Content
Title: Write a succinct, but attention-grabbing, title. Don’t agonize if it is not splashy!
Authorship: Correctly acknowledge all contributing authors and their institutional affiliations.

Background
• Setup your story by establishing the knowledge gap and your hypothesis.
• Use images or models.

Hypothesis and objectives
Methods

• Demonstrate why you chose this approach or how your approach is unique.
• For standard protocols, just state the name of the technique. For unique protocols, avoid 

technical details (use handouts or link to details).
• Use flow-charts, models, or graphics, as much as possible.

Results
• Use data that are relevant to the story and no more.
• Use active, not passive, voice.
• Keep graphics clean, simple, and easily understood (no unnecessary gridlines).

Conclusions and Future Directions
• Use clear and succinct language.
• Use same image as in the background to fill the gap (if possible).
• Use bullet points sparingly.

Acknowledgements, References, and Funding
• List only key references. Correctly acknowledge collaborators and all funding sources.



Rule 1: The Title Is Important

• The title is a good way to sell your work – it should 
make them want to come and visit.

• The title is your equivalent of a newspaper headline—
short, sharp, compelling, and comprehensible to a 
broad audience.

• The title might pose a decisive question, define the 
scope of the study, or hint at a new finding.



Do’s and Don’ts: Title

• DON'T write an overlong title. Save it for your abstract. Avoid 
excess jargon, colons, and too cute phrases.

• DO keep your title short, snappy, and on target. The title 
needs to highlight your subject matter, but need not state all 
your conclusions, after all. 



Do’s and Don’ts: Title

• DON'T make the title type size too large or too small or all 
capital letters.

• DO make your title large enough to be read easily from a 
considerable distance (say, 10-20 feet). The title should span 
the width of the poster but should not occupy more than two 
lines. 



Do’s and Don’ts: Title section

• DON’T leave people wondering about who did this work.

• DO put the names of all authors and institutional affiliations 
just below (or next to) your title. It’s a nice touch to supply 
first names rather than initials. 

• Don't use the same large type size as you did for the title; 
use something smaller and more discreet. 



Rule 2: Sell Your Work in Ten Seconds

• Some conferences will present hundreds of posters; you 
will need to fight for attention.

• Prepare an elevator pitch: A very quick summary of the 
critical question behind your work and your main 
finding(s). The goal is to spark interest!



Rule 3: Layout and Format Are Critical

• Guide the passerby’s eyes from one succinct frame to 
another in a logical fashion from beginning to end.

ØUsually left to right – top to bottom.

• Look for appropriate templates as a starting point: Don’t re-
invent the wheel!

• Never use less than a size 24-point font, and make sure the 
main points can be read at eye level.



Do’s and Don’ts: Layout & Format

• DON’T use too small font. This is the single most 
common error. Never, ever, use 10- or 12-point 
type. 

• DO use a typesize that can be read easily at a 
distance of ~4 feet or better. 
Not enough space to fit all your text? Then shorten 
your text!



Do’s and Don’ts: Layout & Format

• DON’T pick a font that's a pain to read. 
Please, don’t get too creative in your font 
selections. 

• DO select a highly legible font.



Do’s and Don’ts: Layout & Format

• DON'T vary the font sizes and/or types excessively 
throughout the poster. 
For example, don’t use something different for 
every bit of text and graphics.

• DO design your poster as if you were designing 
the layout for a magazine or newspaper. Select 
fonts and sizes that work together well. Strive for 
consistency, uniformity, and a clean, readable 
look.



Do’s and Don’ts: Layout & Format

• DON'T make your reader jump all over the poster 
area to follow your presentation. Don’t segregate 
your text, figures, and legends in separate areas.

• DO lay out the poster segments in a logical order, 
The best way to set up this pattern is columnar 
format, so the reader proceeds vertically first, from 
top to bottom, then left to right. 



Do’s and Don’ts: Layout & Format

• DON'T use distracting colors. Colors attract attention but can 
equally well detract from your message when misused. Use 
color with deliberation; avoid using it for its own sake.

• DO use color in a way that helps to convey additional 
meaning. 

• For borders, select colors that draws attention but doesn’t overwhelm. 
• For artwork, make sure that the colors actually mean something and 

serve to make useful distinctions. 
• Be mindful of color contrast when choosing colors; never place 

isoluminous colors in close proximity (dark red on navy blue, etc.), 
• Remember that a lot of people out there happen to be red/green 

colorblind.



Rule 4: Content Is Important, but Keep It Concise

• Everything on the poster should help convey the message –
Avoid redundancy!

• Use illustrations (chart, graph, or model) to transform 
complex data into a coherent and convincing story. 

• Allow a figure to be viewed in both a superficial and a 
detailed way.

• A graph could provide a bold trend line (with its interpretation 
clearly and concisely stated), and also have many detailed 
points with error bars. 

• Add a take home message in each data panel.

• Have a clear and obvious set of conclusions—this is 
where the passerby’s eyes will wander first! 



Content: Use clear, brief, jargon-free terms to explain 

1. The scientific problem in mind (what’s the 
question?) 

2. Its significance (why should we care?)
3. How your experiment addresses the problem 

(what's your strategy?)
4. The experiments performed (what did you actually 

do?)
5. The results (what did you actually find?)
6. The conclusions (what did you think it all means?)
7. Caveats (and reservations) and/or future 

prospects (where do you go from here ?)



Do’s and Don’ts: Content

• DON'T write your poster as one long, rambling thread.

• DO break your poster up into sections. Label all the sections 
with titles. 



Do’s and Don’ts: Content

• DON’T expect anyone to spend more than 5 min at your 
poster. If you can't clearly convey your message pictorially in 
less time than this, chances are you haven't done the job 
properly.

• DO get right to the heart of the matter and remember the all-
important KISS Principle! 



Do’s and Don’ts: Content

• DON'T waste lots of precious space on experimental details 
(skip a complete Materials and Methods section). Don't 
display all results. Don't ever supply long tables. And don't lift 
long sections of text directly from some manuscript. 
A poster is not a worked-over manuscript.

• DO recall that a poster should be more telegraphic in style, 
and also far more accessible. Stress experimental strategy, 
key results, and your conclusions. Convey the Big Picture.



Do’s and Don’ts: Content

• DON'T leave prospective readers hanging or assume they're 
all experts. They're not.

• DO consider adding anything that would help teach your 
readers what they need to know to understand and 
appreciate your work. Use graphics.



Do’s and Don’ts: Content

• DON'T leave out the acknowledgments.

• DO remember that it never hurts to give credit where it's due, 
including your sources of financial support and everyone 
who helped you to get this work done. 



Do’s and Don’ts: Content

• DON'T leave out the references

• DO provide parties with routes into the literature and supply 
a context for your work. 
Poster references need not be as extensive as those in 
papers. 
If your poster work or work closely related to it has already 
been published, display the citation(s). 



Rule 5: Good Posters Have Unique Features 
Not Pertinent to Papers

• A poster requires you to distill the work, yet not lose the message 
or the logical flow. 

• Posters need to be viewed from a distance but can take advantage 
of your presence – do not follow the same rules re: captions and 
table titles, etc.

• Posters can be used as a distribution medium for associated 
papers, supplementary information, etc. – Use QR code when 
relevant but be careful with what you share

• Posters allow you to be more speculative. 

• Posters may show Your Personality!



Rule 6: The Impact of a Poster Happens Both 
During and After the Poster Session

• The right presenter–audience interaction is required to 
achieve maximum impact.

• Work to get a crowd by being engaging; one engaged 
viewer will attract others.

• Don’t badger people, let them read. 

• Work all the audience at once, do not leave visitors 
waiting for your attention. 

• Make eye contact with every visitor.



Rule 6: The Impact of a Poster Happens Both 
During and After the Poster Session

• Make it easy for a conference attendee to contact you 
afterward. 

• Follow up with people who come to the poster (Take note 
of who came to your poster). 

• As the host of the work presented on the poster, be 
attentive, open, and curious, and self-confident but never 
arrogant and aggressive.

• Leave the visitors space and time—they can ‘‘travel’’ 
through your poster at their own discretion and pace. If a 
visitor asks a question, talk simply and openly about the 
work. 



Do’s and Don’ts: Presentation
• DON'T leave everything until the last minute. 
• DO start putting your poster together early. 

• DON'T become so engrossed in conversation with any single 
individual preventing others from viewing your poster.

• DO try to stay close by, but off to the side just a bit, so that 
passers-by can see things also so that you don't block the 
vision of people already gathered.

• DON'T badger the nice people who come to read your poster.
• DO give them some space. If they engage you with a 

question, then that is your opening. Conversely, don't ignore 
people who look as though they may have questions.



Other presentation tips

• Identify questions that will be asked and think of 
answers in advance.

• Plan for interruptions during talk.

• Plan for other poster presenters also talking around 
you adding to room noise.

• Prepare by being confident, enthusiastic, and audible.



Before, during, and after your poster session

• Invite relevant attendees to your poster by emailing in 
advance or while at the meeting.

• Use it to connect with future employers and advisors.
• If you have movies (or 3D data), plan to have an iPad to 

show them.
• Take a picture with your poster and promote on social media 

with conference hashtag (Don’t post sensitive/unpublished 
work!).

• Have water, tea, lozenges handy.
• Take quick notes on attendee names and send personalized 

thank you notes.
• Connect with visitors on LinkedIn/X.
• Display your poster in your department hallway for local 

colleagues to see your work.



Final notes

• Proof-read before printing. Have at least two 
colleagues give you feedback. Get approval from your 
supervisor.

• Good posters and their presentations can improve your 
reputation, both within and outside your working group 
and institution, and may also contribute to a certain 
scientific freedom. 

• Poster prizes count when peers look at your resume.



Now, some examples… 















Questions?

el-halfawylab.ca



Resources

• Erren TC, Bourne PE (2007) Ten simple rules for a 
good poster presentation. PLoS Comput Biol 3(5): 
e102. doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.0030102

• Block-1996-biophysical journal-Do’s and Don’ts of 
Poster presentation




