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You’ve been accepted for a poster 
presentation at a conference 



What are the challenges?



Today we’ll examine how you can devise 
a prize-winning poster

 
1. What is a poster, and what are the features 

of a good one?

2. What are the principles of visual 
communication that you need to use?

3. How do you devise your own poster?

4. How do you present your poster?



What is a poster?

A poster facilitates quick visual comprehension of 
a piece of research 

Hess et al (2009) state that a poster is

• like a visual abstract

• a highly condensed version of a research paper

• primarily visual displays of data with just 
enough supporting text to provide context, 
interpretation and conclusions



Key features of a good poster

Pedwell et al (2016)  describe how a poster 

• combines mostly visual with spoken and 
written elements

• must attract with artistic flair but also 
provide a strong scientific message

• must be easy for audience to read with clear 
visuals and design 



You have to move from written communication … 



… to visual communication



What do we mean by visual communication 
on Engineering posters?

Examine the following poster and analyse 
how it communicates messages visually





Elements of visual communication in 
Unlocking the Secrets of Turbulence

• catchy title with clear message

• eye-catching colours and images

• clear division of space: top third given to Problem, Project Aims, 
Method and bottom two thirds given to Key Results

• good flow from background to important results and outcomes

• not many words: no long sentences, just points and phrases 

• visual not written Results: yellow speech bubbles highlighting key 
findings and no figure numbers or titles 

• font size and bold used to emphasise important information



Some key poster design principles

From communication theory, the fundamentals of 
rhetoric and multi-media research, these principles 
apply:

1. Coherence: careful selection of content

2. Signaling: clear direction of audience’s attention 
to messages in title, headings, figure titles, use of 
colour, choice of font sizes and amount of space 
given to different poster parts  

3. Contiguity: relevant text should be close to the 
graphics of interest



In summary, the key elements of 
successful posters are

• powerful visual communication

• eye-catching impact

• clear simple message

• mostly graphics and only essential text



Devising your own poster



What are typical requirements for posters?

Example conference instructions: 

1. describe work under one of the identified 
conference themes 

2. posters should be 84cm wide and 119cm high 

3. posters should include a title, authors’ names, 
institutions, and contact details 

4. posters should be succinct, easily read from a 
distance, and engaging

Australasian Research Management Society Conference



Tips for selecting your poster content

Focus on one aspect of your research, not your 
whole PhD project

• identify the key outcome of this study

• completely transform any written information - 
do not cut and paste sections of writing!

• think in blocks of information – Background, 
Results = heart of my poster, Outcomes

• draft your poster using these blocks - play 
around with different possibilities



Focus on one simple message 



Focus on your key outcomes

Major findings 

+ supporting 
evidence

+ brief 
context

Don’t waste time on background 



Get your message into your title 

Should females prefer males with elaborate nests?

• Communicate the main outcome

• Keep it short

• Try to attract the audience to your poster

• Consider using a sentence rather than a phrase 
(Pedwell et al, 2016)



Journal paper title versus poster title

From formal journal paper title:

Accurate predictions of elliptical instabilities in bluff 

body wake flows using computational fluid dynamics

to more conversational poster title:

Unlocking the secrets of turbulence: instabilities in flows 

over bluff plates



Get the message into your headings 

Unlocking the secrets of turbulence: instabilities in flows 
over bluff plates

The Problem

Project Goals

Method 

Key Findings



Four key elements in poster design

1. layout that matches your content, with clear 
reader pathway 

2. good colour scheme and background design

3. informative graphics, images and figures

4. concise formatted text



Poster element 1. What is the best layout?

• portrait versus landscape?

• columns versus rows?

• boxes versus free form?



L-to-R flow in vertical columns

Flows top to bottom, left to right 
(Source: Cain Project website)

Title & Authors





L-to-R flow in rows

Title & Authors

Part 1

Part 2

Part 3

(Source: Cain Project website)





Centered image & explanations

Title & Authors

Abstract

(Source: Cain Project website)





Two fields in contrast

Title & Authors

(Source: Cain Project website)





Make the reader pathway clear

Consider

• numbering each section 
1. The Problem 
2. Research Aims 
3. …….

• using curved text boxes

• using white space effectively



Poster element 2. Choose a good colour scheme and 
simple background design

• make your poster attractive and easy to read

• use colours to create connections

• use background colour and images with care

Always ask yourself: 

Does it help me communicate my message?



Choice of colour in a poster

Which combinations can you read??

Yellow is difficult to read

Red on Blue is blurry to the eye

Blue on Red is blurry to the eye

Easy to read

Easy to read

Easy to read

Source: Patti, T. Poster Presentations at  
a Conference, Monash University



Poster element 3. What are effective graphics and 
figures?

Use graphics that are easy to read and understand:

• images that capture an idea – eg: a flow chart to 
demonstrate the steps in your future work

• colours with meaning – eg coding to highlight 
connections; RED for startling information

• section sizes to signify importance of the information –
make Results section the biggest!

• arrows to show logical connections



For figures on posters

• Use graphs not tables

• Make figures large and easy to read from 1 metre 

• Use the same font size for legends and axes as for 
poster text

Your graphs should tell the whole story! (Zielinska 2011)

Think of the audience reading your poster, and suggest 
improvements to the graph on the next slide:

 



Sample draft slide is difficult to read 

Source: Hess et al 2006 



Final slide is much clearer

Source: Hess et al 2006 



Why the final slide is easier to read

1. White background for the graph

2. Units on the axes clearer 

3. Axis description horizontal for easy reading 

4. Colour of the graph lines stronger

5. Legend placed on the graph lines

Additional improvement to clarify the graph message: 

Replace the figure title with a sentence heading above 
that concisely states the key finding



Change your results into visual information
1. Transform the figures from your written paper – see 

good advice in Purrington (2015)

2. State the key result as figure title and give clear 
evidence in the graph

3. Use axis labels the same size as body text

4. Highlight the most critical information: 

5. Locate your figures next to the relevant text

 

Interesting 

result here

Look at 

this??
This leads to



Poster element 4. Make the writing easy to read and 
understand

• Use phrases not sentences

• Use bullet points, lists and flow charts

• Use short blocks (max 50 words), in short lines, in 
short sentences



Fat Text - - - - to - - - - Lean Text

Results

The pipe itself has 
shown strains that vary 
following a daily cycle.  
It has also been seen 
that the average strain 
also varies over a 
longer time scale.

Results

Pipe strains 

• follow a daily 
cycle

• vary over time



Format your text carefully

• Left-justify text in curved boxes (Zielinska 2011) 
– EASIER TO READ

• Use a sans serif font - eg Calibri is clean and 
professional – EASIER TO READ

• Go from very large title TO large headings TO 
text minimum 24 pt – EASIER TO READ



Format your text carefully

• Use bold or italic formatting in same font

• Do not underline 

 It makes the words harder to read 

• Do not use shadow formatting 

 It makes the words harder to read 

• Do not use all capital letters

IT MAKES THE WORDS HARDER TO READ

• Do not use capital letters in figure titles

It Makes the Words Harder to Read

 



In this part of today’s seminar, we’ve 
discussed how you can

1. devise a great poster 

2. communicate your key messages visually

3. win fame and glory for your poster and for 
your research 



So finally… you’ve devised a wonderful poster. Now, 
what are you going to say?



Hess et al’s advice on presenting your poster

• Use your poster as a visual aid - don't read it!

• Prepare 0.5-, 2-, and 5- minute tours of your poster 
focussing on the main message of your poster – My work 
shows that …..

• Provide an extended abstract of your study

1. What is your problem? and why it is important? (Introduction) 

2. What was your aim? and what did you do? (Aim & Methods) 

3. What did you discover? (Results) and 

4. What does the answer mean? (Discussion)

Source: GR Hess, K Tosney, and L Liegel (2013) Creating Effective Poster Presentations 
http://www.ncsu.edu/project/posters



In summary, this seminar has provided lots of 

advice on how you can devise a prize-winning 

poster at your next conference.

Good luck!



Further resources for poster presentations
Online resources for devising posters
GR Hess et al (2013) Creating Effective Poster Presentations 

http://www.ncsu.edu/project/posters

Poster Design Guide,  The Cain Project in Engineering and Professional Communication, Rice 
University, USA. http://www.owlnet.rice.edu/~cainproj/designing.html

M Alley Design of Scientific Posters Penn State University, USA 
http://writing.engr.psu.edu/posters.html

E Zielinska  (2011) How to drive home your science with a visually pleasing poster, The 
Scientist: Magazine of the Life Sciences,  http://the-scientist.com/2011/09/01/poster-
perfect/

C Purrington (2015) Designing conference posters 

 http://colinpurrington.com/tips/poster-design

Excellent books for designing presentations
R Williams (2010) The Non-Designers Presentation Book: Principles for effective presentation 

design. Peachpit Press, Berkeley California

G Reynolds (2012) Presentation Zen: Simple ideas on presentation design and delivery. New 
Riders, Berkeley California

Interesting articles on visual communication principles:

R Pedwell et al (2016) Effective Visual Design and Communication Practices for Research Posters, 
Biochemistry and Molecular Education

D Matthews (1990) The Scientific Poster: Guidelines for Effective Visual Communication, 
Technical Communication

http://www.ncsu.edu/project/posters
http://www.owlnet.rice.edu/~cainproj/designing.html
http://writing.engr.psu.edu/posters.html
http://the-scientist.com/2011/09/01/poster-perfect/
http://colinpurrington.com/tips/poster-design
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