
The Basics of Conference Poster Design 

Posters are a method of communication just like books, web sites or presentations. The better your 
poster design, the more likely your audience will understand your project. 

Posters must be created on computer. Use the method that feels most comfortable to you, but 
remember that your goal is a professional-looking presentation that will impress and convince your 
audience. 

Size 
Posters must be no larger than 36x48 inches. Any poster larger than that will be dismissed. You will be 
provided with a table or easel to set up (and that is all). You must provide a trifold or poster board to 
display your work. In almost all cases, no posters will be displayed on a wall. 

Design 
There are many design programs available. The best known are Microsoft PowerPoint and Microsoft 
Publisher. It is best to use a program that you or your mentor already knows. 

Sketch out your ideas early. Print out your photos, illustrations, graphs and other materials. Look at 
them from a distance. Get someone else to proofread your writing, if possible. Colors may print 
differently than they appear on your computer screen. You can avoid surprises by printing out a letter-
sized proof on a standard color printer. 

Font 
Viewers can’t read small type from a distance.  

• 72 point font for your headings  
• 36 point font for caption phrases 
• 18 point for the text on your poster  

Fonts should be easy to read. Use only one type of font (mixed fonts have an unprofessional look). Avoid 
the use of too many colors for fonts. Make sure that whatever color and font you have chosen can be 
read easily in a normal-light situation. 

Printing 
If you choose to print the poster on a plotter printer, you have several options: 

1) The OURCA is happy to announce a partnership with the Trible Library’s Media Center whereby 
students can now print their conference-quality posters through the OURCA. Posters must be 
submitted using this form. No posters will be printed without this form; please read the form 
carefully. Poster guidelines are available below. The OURCA can also help with poster design.  

2) Use Staples, OfficeMax, or some other office supply store. These are usually quite expensive, but 
they can print quickly.  

https://tinyurl.com/OURCAPrinting


Getting started 
Clear design starts with clear thinking. Before you begin shuffling charts, graphs and photos, ask yourself 
this question: If my viewer carries away only one idea, what do I want it to be? 

Now write down your answer. This is the theme of your poster, the focal point. Everything you choose 
to include on your poster should support this theme. 

Posters tell stories. Your poster tells viewers what you did, why you did it and what you learned from 
doing it. The poster should include a statement of the problem investigated, a description of the 
research methods used (if relevant), results or findings, and a summary. 

If it helps, try writing an outline as if you were writing a paper. Are you more visual than literary? Try 
clustering your ideas in balloons; then link them in order. The goal is to create a road map that will take 
the viewer from start to finish. 

Mastering the basics 
Keep your poster simple and visually uncluttered. Someone standing three feet away should quickly 
understand what each component is and why it is there. You don’t want your audience having to lean in 
to read the text and see the images. On a poster, columns are easier for the eye to follow than 
information laid out left to right. 

Let’s start with the basis basics: 

o Each poster should have a title. Any text used on the poster should be created on a 
computer to guarantee that the type is clear and easy to read. 

o Background materials and graphics should have straight edges and even margins. 
o Illustrations and photographs should be clear and properly proportioned. Image files 

should be high resolution (200 dpi or higher), and tiffs or gifs are best. Using the “drop –
and-drag” method to adjust the width or height of an image can result in distortion.  It is 
better to resize images using commands such as “image size,” “scale,” or “fit content 
proportionately.” 

o Connect your text to the graphic elements. If a paragraph refers to a diagram off to the 
side somewhere, say so.  For example, “Wind blows over ocean, generates waves (Fig. 
1).” 

o In most cases, the background of your poster should be a solid color rather than a 
pattern. As a rule, lighter background colors are better than darker.  

o Although every poster (particularly in different disciplines) is different, your poster 
should include the following (in some form): introduction and hypothesis; method; 
procedure; results; discussion; and conclusion. 

o Be concise. Can you explain something better in a chart? Would bullets make your point 
more effectively than a solid paragraph? What about photographs? Edit your words 
ruthlessly. Errors in spelling and grammar are extraordinarily damaging to the effect of 
your overall presentation. 



Assume that no technology will be available at your table. Please provide a handout summary or 
description of the work, project, program, or research related to the poster; the handout can also be 
used for references and contact information (email, phone number, etc.). 

Creating design unity 
Okay, your research is done. You know what you want to say and you understand the basics of how to 
arrange your information. Now it’s time to start building your poster. 

Graphic designers create unity through the use of white space, type and color. Let’s start with the first 
element. Despite its name, white space is not necessarily white. White space (sometimes called 
“negative space”) refers to any area not covered by a design element such as a picture, a word, or even 
just a letter. White space guides the eye and makes the other components stand out. Too much and 
your viewer’s eye will wander. Too little and the result is confusion. 

The second design element is the style of type, or font.  This font, for example, is called Calibri.  If 
possible, limit yourself to three or fewer fonts.  A font can be either “serif” like Times Roman or “sans 
serif” like Helvetica or Ariel.  In general, fonts like Times Roman are better for the text while Helvetica 
and Ariel are good for titles and to label the figures. 

A final tip 
Remember good design cannot salvage poor research, but it can keep your good work from being 
overlooked. 

  



A single example of a bad poster: 

 

Some reasons for its badness: 

1. Background image is distracting, wastes ink. 
2. Text box backgrounds are dark, which makes text hard to read (and wastes ink). 
3. Text box backgrounds are all different colors, for no reason (thus annoying). 
4. Text boxes are different widths (and annoying). 
5. Text boxes not separated from each other by pleasing “white” space. 
6. Text box edges not aligned, which is annoying. 
7. Text justified, which causes bad inter-word spacing. Also makes reading harder (brain uses 

jaggedness of left-justified text). 
8. Logos are pretentious (true of any logo). 
9. Logos crowd the title. 
10. Title perspective is annoying (unless you like Star Wars). 
11. Title is in all caps, which is harder to read and obscures Latin name). 
12. Title is italicized, which obscures Latin name. 
13. Author font and color is annoying (comic sans should be reserved for comic books). 
14. Author font color is too loud relative to other text. 
15. Too much text. 
16. Results are presented in sentences instead of visually with charts. 



17. Section headers have more than one type of formatting (big font, bolded, italicized, underlined, 
and colored — ack!).  Choose one. [Note: I forgot to number the sections...that would have been 
even worse.] 

18. Terrible graphic of Guinea pig on scale.  Need one of the actual set up (pigs eating while 
weightless, for example).  

19. Inclusion of an Abstract gobbles up space needlessly.  Abstract section should be banned from 
posters. 

20. Plus the science is terrible!  (Bad science is correlated with bad graphic design, by the way.) 

 

 




