Poster Presentations

Summer (in particular, but not exclusively) is high season for scientific conferences! Conferences are where you tell the world about your fascinating research, learn about the latest developments in your field, and establish personal contacts that can lead to a future job or a collaboration. One of the first ways that students present their work in public is by making a "poster"—a condensed, visual, summary of their work. Posters should be stand alone summaries, and should also stimulate conversation at "poster sessions". Given the importance of conference presentations, it is critical to put effort into your poster presentation. Many conferences these days have invited talks and contributed posters, so don’t assume this is a stage you will be able to skip.
What are the needs of your audience? The goals of a poster are to present your work, yourself and your lab in the best possible way. But, circumstances often work against this. Poster sessions are generally one or two hours long with two hundred or more contributions—the posters themselves may be up for longer, but untended. During the session there will probably be crowds of people, talking as well as reading. In all, it can be difficult to get the take-home message from any poster.

What does this mean when preparing your poster? Give your essential message in as few words and images as possible—you could have less than five seconds to attract your viewer. Notice that I said "viewer", not "reader". Many people will glance over your poster without really reading it, and in that brief scan you have to convince them that it is worthy of more attention. If your poster is long or complicated, few people will go to the effort of deciphering its message. Having attracted an audience, your poster will still compete with the "scrum" and time pressure.

So...
Keep your message simple. Make one main point and give the data that support it. Finish with a list of your take-home message(s) for people from other disciplines and/or in a hurry. What if you have two main points? Consider making two posters!

Give your main message as a single sentence title. "On the origin of species" is not a good poster title. But, "Species originate from natural selection followed by reproductive isolation." encapsulates a message. By the way, the second version was adapted from Darwin's complete title for this book. Give a summary, which should be related to the one you submitted with your conference application, but never with a nebulous "will be discussed". Remember that many journals limit abstracts to 250 words, in which you must describe your question, method, main result and significance. You can do this, but it takes work. Provide your email address along with your name. Better that you "talk" after the meeting, than never. Sometimes, people print their entire poster on a standard letter‑size sheet, and leave copies for interested members of the audience (expensive!). If you can do this with your text still legible, then the font is large enough
Keep text to a minimum. Sadly, many posters look like a manuscript mounted on Bristol board—lots of words in a tiny font. If your poster looks like this, print out a fresh copy and submit it to a journal. Posters have a different role. Although they are stand‑alone descriptions of a piece of research, they are also advertisements to lure viewers to stop and talk. Conversations can lead to exciting new insights or approaches. When confronted with a text-rich poster, I might say to the presenter "Can you walk me through this?" to save time. And, generally, they can summarize their work in a few sentences. It's so much easier to write those sentences on your poster.

Try writing your poster using a very large font. This encourages brevity. How big is big enough? Start with 24 point. You should be able to read it easily using the "page preview" function of a word processor, or the "sorter" function of a presentation package. You should also be able to print out your pages, lay them on the floor, and read them while standing. Use a serif font like Times, which is easy to read on a printed page. Sans serif fonts are better for on-screen legibility. Lower case letters are better for both formats because they have more varied top halves.

A picture is worth a thousand words. If you have a picture of your organism, show it! Don't assume that we remember what "Generis speciorum" looks like—but it might help in understanding your work. Give your data graphically and avoid tables since they take longer to assimilate. If you must show an experimental protocol, use cartoon form. Each picture or graphic should have a stand-alone caption that does not depend on the rest of the poster (like in a journal). Captions should be in big font, too!

Use color as an accent, sparingly. Colour is a great way to draw attention to an important aspect of your work, but a lot of color is distracting. Make sure that your poster "works" in grayscale as well. This ensures that you have chosen a good palette, and helps the 5‑10% of viewers whose colour vision is impaired. 

Production time is important. Suggestions:

1. compose a poster with a PowerPoint, inserting pictures as needed (keep a file of images!), print it on a color printer, and then laminate a series 8.5 x 11 inch sheets. Small format sheets cost relatively little (figure your time into the total) and fit in a briefcase without creasing.

2. large single sheet posters look professional, but are correspondingly expensive. I make mine in Photoshop at 150 dpi, using layers for each section so I can shift them easily. Convert to jpg for printing, to keep everything as you intended. Remember to convert the colour format to CMYK for printing; the colour balance will look slightly unusual on screen (which uses RGD) but better for the final product. 
Estimate cost as height + width in inches, with the total in dollars (a 36" x 36" poster will cost about $72); optional laminating and not-optional tax will be extra. Most conferences have a maximum poster size of 4x4 feet, but I recommend keeping width to 3 feet for ease of transport, especially on airplanes. Get a proper tube to transport your poster, and to add to the professional effect. There are models that telescope to accommodate posters of different widths.
Make sure you know where you can get your poster printed well in advance of the inevitable time crunch. Some outfits have fast turnaround, maybe even while you wait (a 1 metre square print takes about 30 min), while others ask for several days just in case.

For more ideas, check out: "Communicate your science! Producing punchy posters" by Bernard S. Brown, 1996 Trends in Cell Biology 6:37-39. This is one of an excellent series of four.
