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How to make a good scientific poster

A well-designed and informative poster effectively 
communicates the key findings of your research

Tailor your poster to the context you’ll be presenting in 
• Size of the space
• Presentation format (in-person, virtual)
• Level of knowledge the audience has of your research topic



Poster Logistics - Size

• Varies depending on conference/event requirement
• Common sizes:

• 48” wide by 36” tall (medium sized)
• 56” wide by 42” tall (large  sized)

If using PowerPoint: 
Design Tab -> Slide Size -> Customize Can print posters @ UW Madison Libraries



Poster Logistics - Software

• Depends on personal preference/tool familiarity 
• PowerPoint and Google Slides are commonly used
• Less common

• Adobe Illustrator, Canva, LaTex, Mac Pages, InkScape

Check out UW Design Lab for 
more information about 
Software!

https://designlab.wisc.edu/resources/projects/posters/#recommended-software


Poster Design - Font

• Consider both font type and font size

• Font type should be easy to read
• For maximum impact choose different fonts

• Header – serif
• Body - sans serif

Ss   Ss
Serif Sans serif



Poster Design - Font

• Consider both font type and font size

• Font size should be readable from a distance
• Start with 24-36 pt font 
• Adjust to fit space

Recommendations
Title: 85 pt
Authors: 56 pt
Sub-headings: 36 pt
Body text: 24 pt
Captions 18 pt

• No more than 2 or 3 font types and/or sizes or it looks too messy! 



Poster Design – Color scheme

• Use 2-3 colors that are visually appealing and easy to read

• Matches the tone of your topic
• Research is lighthearted = bright colors
• Research is serious = dark colors 

• Focus colors in non-content areas
• Box outlines
• Graphs
• Charts

• Note: colors may appear differently on 
your screen than when they are printed



Poster Design – Color scheme

• Greater contrast between text and background makes the text 
easier to read
• A dark-colored background with light text 
• A light-colored background with dark text  

• Keep your background simple! 

Dark background with 
light text. 

Light background with  
light text. 

Busy background with 
light text. 

• Need help picking a color scheme? Use the free tool, Material Palette.

https://www.materialpalette.com/


Poster Design - Formatting

• Avoid excessive text
• 20% text, 40% figures, 40% space
• Aim for 300-800 words (the less the better)
• Keep paragraphs to 1-2 sentences
• Text & figures should be legible 5-7ft away

Source: PhD Comics

Readability 
To be legible 6ft use 30 pt
To be legible 10ft use 48 pt
To be legible 12ft use 60 pt
To be legible 14ft use 72 pt



Poster Design - Formatting

• Leave space around text and 
sections

• Use bold face or italics to 
emphasize words and phrases
• Not a different font type 

• DO NOT USE UPPCASE TYPE
• Left-align text

Fully justified text creates 
large gaps between 
words, making it difficult 
to read.



What do I even include on a 
poster? 

Answer these 3 questions:
1. What is the most important/interesting/astounding finding 

from my research? 
2. How can I visually share my research with conference 

attendees? (i.e., should I use charts, graphs, photos, images?)
3. What kind of information can I convey during my talk that will 

complement my poster? 



Poster Narrative and Key Messages

• Plan the core content
• Study purpose
• Key message

• Identify your main findings and most important conclusions

• Weave the key message into a narrative connecting sections (both 
visually and verbally) 
• Key messages will need to stand out for someone walking by or 

scanning your poster



Poster Sections - Title

• Highlight the core message in a catchy way
• Be between 7-10 words

• Can use a subtitle if you need for more complex research

• Tell people exactly what you found

• If you don’t have results, ask a question

• Don’t be afraid to be clever or humorous

Water Temperature Determines Sex of 
XYZ Fish Species

Is Cognitive Inflexibility Associated with 
Abuse in Parental Relationships?

Where There’s Smoke, There’s Fire
How cigarette consumption affects XYZ 



Poster Sections – Intro & Methods

• Introduction – provide background information and a clear research 
question or hypothesis
• Introduce only what’s necessary to address any knowledge gap

• Methods – should include basic parameters
• Easiest section to skip or merge with results to save space and tell your story 

better 



Poster Sections - Results

• Present findings in a visually appealing 
way
• Use tables and figures
• Must have legends and titles
• Captions should be less than 100 words
• Save in 300 dpi resolution 
• Think quality over quantity

• 4-10 figures or tables per poster

Tables:
Used to communicate large amounts of 
data in a concise and effective manner

Figures: 
Illustrations, images, diagrams, photographs, 

graphs, charts, plots, and maps 



Poster Sections – Discussion & Conclusion

• Discussion – interpret and discuss the implications of your findings
• Conclusion – summarize research and its significance, comment on 

future research
• Note: conclusion and discussion sections are easily combined to save 

space 



Poster Sections – Other

• Citations & Acknowledgements
• Font size smaller than other text

• Prompts to Find Out More 
• Give interested readers an easy 

option to dive further into your 
research (links or QR codes)



Poster Sections

Keep in mind:
• These are common sections included in a poster, NOT required 

sections. 
• Feel free to get creative if it helps you communicate your message 

better (and in fewer words). 
• Wherever possible, think of ways to tell your story through figures 

and illustrations rather than through text.



Poster Layout & Structure

• Organize content into sections that make logical sense
• Check with your lab, department, or institution for poster templates  

“Classic” Poster Template “Better” Poster Template



Poster Layout & Structure

• Don’t be afraid to completely switch things up in a way that suits your 
research

Dr Juan Miguel Balbin & Dr Tullio Rossi



Don’t be afraid to get creative
• Think about design elements or images that are relevant to your 

research that can make your poster stand out from the crowd 

• This can include:
• Objects or physical things attached to the poster to add dimension/interest
• Supplemental handouts

A twitter-famous example of Mike Morrisons’ 
take on the best conference poster layout. You 
can find his design strategies on Youtube: Mike 
Morrison better poster



Get a 2nd opinion
• Have a 2nd (or 3rd) set of eyes review it for accuracy, completeness, 

and visual appeal before printing 
• Ask someone with limited knowledge of your research topic to help 

assess the accessibility of your wording and design choices



Presenting your poster



Proactive Planning

• Look at other posters around your building
• Attend poster presentation prior to your conference

• Decide what you like
• Consider what theme will work for your project

• Develop a timeline for poster 
development and feedback



Imminent Planning

• Practice

• Prepare different versions 

• Mental/Emotional Preparation

• Copies of your Poster 



Onsite Preparation

• Physical Preparation
• Clothes, food

• Mental Preparation

• Time Preparation



• Physical Preparation
• Clothes, food

• Mental Preparation

• Time Preparation
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Onsite Preparation

• Physical Preparation
• Clothes, food

• Mental Preparation

• Time Preparation



Onsite Preparation

• Physical Preparation
• Clothes, food

• Mental Preparation

• Time Preparation



Prepare for the Future





Any 
Questions?



Connect with ICTR
Sign up for eNews: 

@UWICTR

ictr.wisc.edu

@UW ICTR



Thank you 



https://brand.wisc.edu/
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