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About Amy

Amy Hark, PhD
• Joined UChicagoGRAD in June 2022
• Postdoc Northwestern
• PhD in Neuroscience from Northwestern
• BA in Psychology from Binghamton

• Double Minor in Biology, Painting

University of Chicago

 Support professional development PhD students and
postdocs in all STEM disciplines

 Central resource for UChicago postdocs, convening
the Postdoc Advisory Board and acting as a liaison
with the Office of the Provost

 myCHOICE program Navigator

2



UChicagoGRAD Career Development

We provide comprehensive support 
for careers in academia, industry, 
nonprofits, and government.

• Skill-building workshops

• Employer engagement events

• Career exploration opportunities

• Pitch-your-own internship program

• 1:1 advising

   gradgargoyle.uchicago.edu
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Agenda

1. Overview
2. Format & Design
3. Content
4. Example Poster Review
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Why Design a Better Poster?

Your poster represents the caliber 
of:

• You

• Your research group

• Your science

• Your department and The University of 
Chicago 

• Don’t rely solely on your science 
to attract an audience
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To effectively communicate 
your work to your audience



A Poster is Not A Paper

• While you should still provide the 
appropriate scope and depth of 
information to the audience, the 
amount of information in a paper is 
significantly greater than in a 
poster

A poster needs to 
• Be viewed from a distance
• Distill your science
• Be engaging 
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Effective Posters
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Convey a single message

Avoid text saturation

Use a visual hierarchy



Effective Posters
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Clearly and concisely, to a potentially diverse 
audience, even if you are not present

Convey a single message

Avoid text saturation

Emphasize important content



Effective Posters
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Convey a single message

Limit your text and tell your story with graphics

Avoid text saturation

Emphasize important content



Effective Posters
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Convey a single message

Avoid text saturation

Format your poster to prioritize critical 
information

Emphasize important content
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Format & Layout
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3’
(~91.4cm)

4’
(~121.9cm)

That’s:
• 12ft2

• ~1.1m2

36”
(91.44cm)

24”
(60.96cm)



Traditional: All sections are equal
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Title Block

Introduction

Methods

Results Conclusions

References

Acknowledgements

Introduction Results

Conclusions

Title Block

Acknowledgements, References

Materials &
 Methods



Emphasize High Value Content

16



Format to Aid Understanding
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Title Block

Introduction

Methods

Results

Conclusions

References

Acknowledgements

Further Information

Title Block
Introduction

Methods

Results Conclusions

References Acknowledgements Further 
Information



Design In Columns, Not Rows

The audience should 
move through each 
section in a logical 
order
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So your audience moves this way



The Same Rules Apply For Vertical Posters
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Introduction

Results Conclusions

Title Block

Acknowledgements, References

Intro

Methods

Results

Conclusions

Title Block

Acknowledgements, References

Intro

Methods

Results

Conclusions

Title Block

Acknowledgements, References



Effective Poster Guidelines

1. Leave sufficient white space 
(~30-40%)

2. High value content gets the 
most space

3. Too many words = low 
readability

4. Flows in a logical manner

5. Don’t be constrained by 
traditional heading titles
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Displaying Text: Size and Capitalization

• Follow the 6 foot rule for font size
• Title block: 65+ pt.
• Section headers: 48+ pt.
• Figure titles: 36+ pt.
• All other text: at least 20 pt.

• To avoid issues with naming
conventions, use Sentence case for all
titles and headings

• NEVER USE ALL CAPS
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Displaying Text: Fonts
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Titles and Headings: San-Serif font

Body text: Serif font

Sans-Serif 
Fonts

Arial
Calibri

Geneva
Helvetica

Lucida Sans

Tahoma
Verdana

Serif Fonts

Book Antiqua
Cambria
Courier

Georgia
Lucida

Palatino
Times



Displaying Text: Font Color
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Which can you read easily?

Which can you read easily?

Which can you read easily? Which can you read easily?

Which can you read easily?

Which can you read easily?

Which can you read easily?

Which can you read easily?



Displaying Text: Font Color
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Which can you read easily?Which can you read easily?
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Content: Introduction

Aim for ~200 words

• Briefly describe your issue or question

• Provide context with field/literature

• Propose hypothesis and how you’ll test it

• Avoid excessive background information and definitions
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Do not just copy & paste your abstract here!

Your abstract is already in the program book or online



Content Is Important, But Be Concise

• Summarize the steps and 
timeline of experiments in a 
figure or a flowchart

• Figures can transform 
complex data into a coherent 
story

• Have a clear message, with 
an obvious set of conclusions 
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Nature Methods (2010)



Content: Results

Aim for ~200 words

• Use descriptive titles, not just 
“Results"

• Limit text and use graphics 
when possible

• Each figure or table should 
include one or two lines that 
states the concluding message
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Displaying Data: Graph Type
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0

2

4

6

8

T1 T2 T3

Label Y

Title

C1 C2 C3

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

T1 T2 T3

Label
Y

Title

C3

C2

C1

Which graph most effectively shows the trend?



Displaying Data: Labeling Your Graphs
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0
0.5

1
1.5
2

2.5
3

3.5
4

4.5

0 5 10

Label Y

Label X

The best data ever

These data support 
my hypothesis!

Figure One. X is inversely correlated with Y

1. Use a descriptive
title and figure
legends

2. Label your Axes

3. Include appropriate
error bars and
statistics



Converting a Figure for a Poster
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How could this graph 
be improved?



Converting a Figure for a Poster

32

Cells attach more efficiently
when overexpressing tau

% attachment
vs. parent

MCF-
7

MCF-
7tau1

MCF-
7tau2



Converting a Figure for a Poster
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Cells attach more efficiently
when overexpressing tau

% attachment
vs. parent

MCF-
7

MCF-
7tau1

MCF-
7tau2

How does this 
design improve 
understanding?



Content: Conclusion

Aim for ~200 words

Make strong conclusions and:

• State whether your data 
supports your hypothesis

• Discuss how/why your results 
are conclusive and relevant to 
published work

• Indicate future directions
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Presenting your Poster

1. Be mindful of your demeanor, gestures and 
appearance

2. Introduce yourself, shake hands!

3. Have a one sentence pitch to potential 
viewers

4. Be able to explain your poster in full in 3-5 
minutes

5. Finish talking to current viewers BEFORE 
new ones

 OR allow viewers to read and then 
answer questions if needed
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• Use of white space and text

• Clear hierarchy of information

• Figures clearly labelled

• Clear conclusions

What Works?

• Graphical introduction or
illustration would ease
understanding

• The two tones of purple do not
aid the design

• Title should be black, to be more
legible

What Could be Improved?
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• Great use of white space and text

• Clear hierarchy of information

• Contrasting figures/data

• Color used for emphasis

What Works?

• The question is unclear from the title and
labels

• The information emphasized by color is
not the most critical

What Could be Improved?



Concluding Thoughts

1. Give yourself an adequate
timeline

2. Emphasize high value content

3. Font size and style is
important

4. Limit you text and tell your
story with graphics

5. Your poster and how you
present it represents you, your
science, and UChicago
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Questions?

Amy Hark

amyrapp@uchicago.edu
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