
DocTUM: Guidance for creating an Academic Poster 

Poster presentations 

General points about posters

Posters are a highly visual medium and can be a very effective way of communicating information to a wide audience. The challenge is to 
produce a poster design that is both pleasing to the eye and logical to the mind. To produce an effective academic poster there are a 
number of things to be considered.  

• Posters are usually read at a viewing distance of more than one metre. You will need to make sure that your poster is legible and easy 
to scan at this distance so that your information is understood quickly. 

• The temptation to fill the space with as much material as possible should be avoided; poster presentations should never be as dense as a 
printed page. 

• When making posters it is essential that you give careful consideration to their visual appearance as well as their content. 

1. Choosing content

It is not like an academic essay in this respect as it aims to relate your research project in a brief and concise manner using bold text and 
colourful graphics to attract attention.  

• What is the purpose of your poster - to report findings, present an argument, convince an audience or promote a product? It should 
convey a strong central message.  

• Who will be looking at your poster - a specialist audience, the general public, other students? 

• What will your audience be looking for - detailed information or a brief summary? 

• Where will your poster be displayed - in a busy conference hall or in your department? 
Are there any guidelines governing the content of your poster? These might specify the nature and structure of the material to be displayed 
(as well as practical issues such as the size of the poster and the size and amount of text to be used).  

• Make sure to include web links, references and contact details for further information.  

• Remember, be selective! Don’t try to cover the entire research project. Focus on those aspects which have most relevance for your 
chosen audience. 

2. Layout

Once you have decided on the content of your poster, you need to consider the way the information should be displayed. A useful starting 
point is to prepare an outline plan that will help you make the most effective use of the space available to you.  

Note: Posters are usually A0, A1 or A2 in size. If the subject matter is not clear from 3 metres away your audience will most likely not 
approach it. Preferably, all elements should be visible from at least 1.5m away. 

Structure - Your overall structure should be clear and logical so that the viewer’s eye naturally follows the flow of information in your 
display. To help establish a clear sequence of information, think about planning your poster on a grid system as in the diagram (Fig.)
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Approach two: panel method 
The allocated poster area is divided up into a number of separate panels 
(Figure 2). These may consist of different elements such as text, pictures, 
tables or titles. Standard word-processor or presentation software (e.g. 
Microsoft Word or PowerPoint) is used to prepare the panels which are then 
mounted onto a background. Laminating the individual elements can improve 
their appearance and robustness.  

Choose the production method that is most appropriate to your needs, 
abilities and resources. The panel method allows for greater flexibility and 
can be adapted to changing layouts. The one-piece method can be very eye-
catching, making your poster stand out from the rest. 

Stages in producing a poster 

1. Choosing content 
The first step is to clarify the task that you have been set and the type of information that you will need to include 
on your poster. The following questions are useful reminders of the range of factors that you might need to 
consider before you start writing the text of your poster. 

 What is the purpose of your poster - to report findings, present an argument, convince an audience or 
promote a product? 

 Who will be looking at your poster - a specialist audience, the general public, other students? 
 What will your audience be looking for - detailed information or a brief summary? 
 Where will your poster be displayed - in a busy conference hall or in your department? 
 Are there any guidelines governing the content of your poster? These might specify the nature and 

structure of the material to be displayed (as well as practical issues such as the size of the poster and the 
size and amount of text to be used). 

The answers to these questions will influence the nature and amount of material that you display. If you think that 
you are including too much information in your display, think about what could be taken out; remember that ‘less’ is 
often ‘more’ in visual displays. 

2. Making a plan 
Once you have decided on the content of your poster, you need to 
consider the way the information should be displayed. A useful starting 
point is to prepare an outline plan that will help you make the most 
effective use of the space available to you. 

Structure 
Your overall structure should be clear and logical so that the viewer’s 
eye naturally follows the flow of information in your display. To help 
establish a clear sequence of information, think about planning your 
poster on a grid system as in the diagram on the following page (Figure 
3). 

As you can see, the grids help break down the large space into 
convenient sized areas. Also, two main visual sequences become 
apparent: rows travelling across the page or columns travelling down the 
page. These natural ‘pathways’ can be used to structure your 
information in both panel and one-piece poster displays, guiding your 
reader’s eye through your information in a logical and fluid way. 

Figure 3: Grid systems 

Figure 2: Panel method 

As you can see, the grids help break down the large space into convenient sized areas. 
Also, two main visual sequences become apparent: rows travelling across the page or 
columns travelling down the page. These natural ‘pathways’ can be used to structure your 
information in both panel and one-piece poster displays, guiding your reader’s eye through 
your information in a logical and fluid way.  

Reading order - In the first three seconds of looking at a poster, the reader is deciding 
whether to stay and explore the poster or move on. The most effective academic posters 
provide a discernible reading order with a clear sequence of information. A series of columns 
can be an effective way of ordering information as demonstrated in newspapers and 
magazines.  
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General points about ‘giving a great talk’

Oral presentations at a seminar or conference are for sharing your research work with other scientists. Oral presentations must emphasize 
both the motivation  for the work and the  outcome  of it, and they must present just enough evidence to establish the validity of this 
outcome. Your talk must convince the audience that the research you present is important, valid, and relevant to them. Like scientific 
papers - they must aim to inform, not impress.

• Visualize: Use appropriate visual aids (i.e. PowerPoint), and make best use of them.

• Don’t overload slides!

• Make sure each slide has only one message, and the text is written in large enough font to be easily visible. 

• Make your slides interesting; don’t just read out a list of bullet points from each slide. Judicious use of photos/graphics can be 
very helpful. But not too interesting; using too many different colours, fonts and graphics will distract your audience.

• Your audience will sit through very many presentations during the conference – make sure they remember what yours was 
about! 

2. Choosing Content
Oral presentations impose both the sequence and the rhythm of content on their audience. They are therefore harder to follow 
and should be much more selective in what they contain. The idea is not to say out loud everything you would write in your 
dissertation or in a paper, but to select the content wisely. 

Clarify from the start what you’ll cover: if the audience remembers one or two points from your presentation, what should 
they be? The very best presentations are focused, effectively paced, and on time! To achieve this, carefully refine your 
presentation’s story arc. Maintaining this focus will empower your audience, and will potently reinforce your main point. 

 
For structuring the content of your talk you can hold on to the following bullet points:  

• What is the question you’re interested in? 

• How have you investigated at this question? 

• What have you found? 

• What conclusions can you draw? 

1. ’Think like your audience’

Identify your audience: are they expert researchers in your field? Undergraduates? Non-scientists? When speaking to experts, 
you should focus less on background and more on data. When presenting to non-scientists, speak more broadly about your 
interests without boring anyone with highly detailed data. Tailor your talk to your audience.



3. Layout & Structure

Oral presentations are for convincing with both verbal and visual content. Therefore, you need to structure the visual content to be 
informative, easily understandable and matching with the verbal presentation of your data.

Don’t try and pack too much into the presentation! Try and get a few simple messages across and avoid too much detail. 

• Show no more than 1 slide per minute of speaking time. This means approximately 10-12 slides MAXIMUM for a 12 minutes 
presentation at the symposium.

• We recommend a presentation format of 16:9, 4:3 is also acceptable

• Repeat your main messages more than once 

Hypothesis slides are a must. For methods and timelines, visuals can help clarify. Simplify results by presenting only the most important 
data points. Distill your paper’s bar graph into the important bits — don’t just copy-and-paste. To emphasise, consider animating data 
points to guide the eye.

4. Written Text

• Make the letters on your slides BIG ENOUGH. Suggested minimum font is 14. 

• Avoid lengthy and complicated formulations / text boxes, the audience will not be able to follow. 

• Think about pathways or flow charts. If you do have slides with words: enlarge the font and aim to limit each sentence to one line. You 
should be describing information verbally in enough detail that words on your slide are more-or-less unnecessary.

 

6. Guiding through the Presentation

• Try not to read from a text.  
But if you must, make sure the text is written in spoken English (which is different, and less formal, than written English)

• Time your presentation so that it does not overrun. This is very important!

• Practice your talk beforehand to make sure you’ve got the timing right.

• Time for questions Allow at least 5 minutes at the end of your presentation for questions (if time for questions is not already planned 
in). 

• Questions and discussion: This is an opportunity for you to benefit from the audiences’ wisdom, as well as the audience to benefit 
from yours. To maximise the opportunities for discussion, repeat the asked question for the audience and keep your answers succinct.
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5. Graphs & Images

• Use images (and a few words when you need them). 

• Keep graphs and tables simple, and make sure they are legible and appropriately labelled 

7. Appropriate Preparation 

• Upload your presentations in time; that means at the time defined by the organizers, or -  in case there are no specifications -  latest 
in the break before your session starts.

• Verify your presentation for compatibility and proper operation If necessary, especially if you have embedded multi-media content, 
you will have the final opportunity to adjust or tweak your presentation at that time. 

• Backup If possible, bring own computer and a USB thumb drive with presentation materials as backup.



8. Tips & Tricks for a successful Presentation

— Simplicity and legibility are keys to effective oral presentations — 

• Present an introduction and a summary or conclusion.

• Include only information or data that can be properly explained in the allotted time.

• Your audience needs time to interpret the data that you present. While you are very familiar with the data displayed, the audience is 
not. Describe the purpose, units and the legend for each graph.

• When you display a graph, tell the audience what they should be looking for in order to grasp the point you are trying to make. The 
audience will not have time to figure it out for themselves.

• Use repetition in your talk to ensure the facts are understood by the audience.

• Repeat any questions that are posed to you.

• If a question requires a lengthy reply, suggest that you and the person asking the question meet after the presentation. Then take 
the discussion out of the meeting room.

• Use your laser pointer effectively. If using a laser pointer, do not overuse it to the point of distraction. If you’re pointing at a slide, 
you’re not looking at and engaging your audience.

• Eyes up! Looking constantly down, at the computer, or at the projector screen are presentation killers.  
The presenter must look up and engage the audience while presenting. Ideally, look at people at the back of the room – or at the back 
of the room itself. 

• When nervous, it is tempting to make excuses or act negatively. If you begin with an unconstructive statement, people will immediately 
view you with a critical eye. Instead, stay upbeat and project confidence.
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Summary

• Be yourself: people relate to and connect with authenticity. 

• Prepare, practice and perfect: get rid of those crutch words, like ‘um’ and ‘you know. 

• Describe what you’re telling us: use vivid words to help the audience paint a picture. 

• Speak slowly and modulate your voice: change up your tone, volume and pitch to keep the audience engaged. 

• Study the greats: watch what really great speakers do. 

• Get feedback: a practice audience can help you get the bugs out. 

• Appearance: if you look good, you’ll feel good, which will help you give a great speech. 

• Pauses: they give the audience time to think, and help them engage. 

• Body language: use gestures and make use of the space to help deliver your message. 

• Be confident: use your face, body language and stance to own the stage. 

• The star of the presentation is not your slides – it is YOU


