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Two channels of information

Actual 
information 

being conveyed – 
values, text, etc.

Contextual 
associations 

based on how it 
is presented

Tell a concise, 
easy to follow, 

and logical 
“story”

Convey expertise, 
competence, 
quality, etc.



Scientific papers



Paper figures: What you say

• As with grant writing: assume your audience is distracted, in a rush, and 
only vaguely interested!

• Many people read the abstract and look at the figures as a way to “skim” 
an article 

  the figures should be able to tell (most of) the story

• Many journals will tell you not to repeat information in the figure itself and 
in the legend. But readers lose focus and interest if they have to skip back 
and forth between the figure & the legend too much.



Paper figures: How you say it

• The most striking or exciting part of the figure should be the visual 
focal point

• Other components should coordinate and balance with it in size, shape, and 
color

• Your best background color might be black!

• Spend time to get crisp, clear renderings of brain images and nice 
graphical icons/photos

• BioRender, stock photography

• Pay attention to your use of “white space”



Good figures will be…

• Able to tell (mostly) the whole story of the article in graphical format

• Interpretable (mostly) without the legend

• Re-useable and shareable!
• Classroom, talks/lectures, media/social media
• Ideally, not just by you!



Posters



Posters: What you say

• Standard layout for organizing information









Organizing information on a poster

• Consciously choose an initial focal point
• Resist the urge to have too much text
• Use large headings and simple phrasing
• Images should be able to tell (most of) the story

• What is your goal in delivering this poster?  design information flow 
around this goal

• Networking, job opportunity, technical troubleshooting, etc



Posters: How you say it

• #1: Practice!!! 
• Engage your visitor. Ask them about themselves, ask them for input, etc. 

Avoid either you or your poster being a wall of text.

• Same as journal figures: spend the time to make it look sharp
• Color schemes, spacing/balance, consistency, alignment

• Interactive elements?

• University logos, funding   :/



Discussion

• Examples of figures or posters you do/don’t like?
• How do you make your figures & posters? Resources, software?
• What is challenging for you?
• What makes a figure or poster “bad” vs “good”?
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