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Principles of poster-making 

1.  Why a poster? 
2.  Intriguing titles 
3.  The Hourglass Method 
4.  Oral presentation 
5.  Visual design 
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Our guiding image for crafting  
concise, memorable communication:  

the Hourglass. 

3 



If you want to do science,  
you have to communicate it. 
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Communicating to a wide audience 
with a poster is a valuable skill. 

•  Get ideas – seek advice. 
 
•  Give ideas – make an impact. 

•  MIT grad admissions. 
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Posters are the high-throughput 
communication method. 

Lab 
meeting 

Poster Formal talk Nature  / Cell / 
Science, oh yeah 

•  Wide audience 
•  High-throughput 

Long. 
Formal. 

Short. 
Informal. 
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Hook your audience from the start: 
make a catchy title. 
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Hooking your audience 
   

 Title Clinic 
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Good titles explain “so what?” 

Inulin modulates conspecific antagonism 
towards vancomycin-resistant B. subtilis 
strain BF819 in the human gut microbiome 
 

versus 
 
A human gut commensal exhibits targeted 
antagonism towards an antibiotic-resistant 
clinical counterpart 
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Exercise: Fix this title. 

Novel methods for early prediction of 
undesirable interference by microbial 
inhabitants of the human gut with 
metabolism of the cardiac drug digoxin 
give rise to strategies for alleviating 
drug inactivation 
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Cut through title clutter by 
identifying key terms. 

Novel methods for early prediction of 
undesirable interference by microbial 
inhabitants of the human gut with 
metabolism of the cardiac drug digoxin 
give rise to strategies for alleviating 
drug inactivation 
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Directly connect your key terms to 
create an efficient title. 
Key nouns 
•  Human gut microbes 
•  Drug 

Key verbs 
•  Prediction (of 

interference) 
•  Interfering (microbes, 

with drug) 
•  Alleviating (interference) 

Predicting 
+ 

alleviating… 

…drug 
interference… 

…by human 
gut 

microbiome 
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Consider your audience 
   

 The Hourglass Method 
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Your audience is diverse and 
hostile. 

Sources:  
andweshout.blogspot.com 
livestrong.com 
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Exercise: Explain this research to 
a grad student in a different lab. 

●  You did site-directed mutagenesis of 
inverse pericam (IPC) 

●  You designed your mutation to increase 
binding site cooperativity 

●  IPC is a calcium biosensor 
●  You used nickel-agarose resin for protein 

purification 
●  You increased binding affinity five-fold 
●  The mutant's binding affinity is relevant to 

cellular processes not previously studied 
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The Hourglass Method helps you 
explain “so what?” 
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●  You did site-directed mutagenesis 

of inverse pericam (IPC) 

●  You designed your mutation to 
increase binding site cooperativity 

●  IPC is a calcium biosensor 

●  You used nickel-agarose resin for 
protein purification 

●  You increased binding affinity five-
fold 

●  The mutant's binding affinity is 
relevant to cellular processes not 
previously studied 

Confused message 
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●  Calcium is essential to cell 
signalling 

●  Existing calcium biosensors are not 
sensitive at some concentrations 

●  In this project, we used site-
directed mutagenesis to increase a 
biosensor's binding affinity five-fold 

●  The mutant's binding affinity is 
relevant to new cellular processes 

●  This sensor will improve 
understanding of calcium signalling 

Clear message 
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Deliver your message 
   Posters are for speaking 
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Your poster supports a spoken 
message. 

Elevator 
pitch 

Academic 
paper 

Oral 
presentation 

Poster 
session 
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Poster audiences have short 
attention spans. 

Cattuto C et al. (2010) PLoS ONE 5(7): e11596. 

Time 
talking 

Probability 
listening 

0 sec 100% 

20 sec 50% 

1 min 10% 

2 min 5% 

5 min <1% 
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Fluid audiences require fluid 
presentations. 

●  They see a shiny title: 0 seconds 
●  Get 'em hooked: 20 seconds 
●  Reel 'em in: 2 minutes 
●  Live it up: 20 minutes 
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Exercise: A faculty member just 
asked you, “What are you working 
on?” 

●  In 20 seconds, they will be bored. 
●  This person is a scientist but not a 

specialist in your field. 
●  This person might have resources to 

help your project along. 
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The Hourglass Method makes clear 
elevator pitches. 

24 



The Hourglass Method makes clear 
elevator pitches. 

●  Bacteria helped clean up the 
Deepwater Horizon spill much faster 
than expected. 

●  Only a handful of oil-degrading 
species have been isolated in the 
lab. 

●  In this project, we aim to identify oil-
degrading species and oil-degrading 
pathways with culture-independent 
techniques. 

●  These results could provide a 
baseline measurement and improve 
biodegradation in environments, 

●  Improving the speed and decreasing 
the cost of spill cleanups. 
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Exercise: Elevator pitch, round 2 
●  In 20 seconds, they 

will be bored. 
●  This person is a 

scientist but not a 
specialist in your field. 

●  This person might 
have resources to help 
your project along. 
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Visual Design 
 Put your message first 
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Visual Design: a case study 
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Visual Hierarchies: Give more visual 
weight to more significant information. 
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Bullet points, not sentences. 

BAD 
 
Full sentences both 
waste your valuable real 
estate and make it 
difficult for your 
audience to pick out the 
most interesting 
information from a mass 
of potentially interesting 
words words words.  
 

GOOD 
 

Bullet points 
•  conserve space 
•  visually separate 

different ideas 
•  should condense your 

thoughts into concrete, 
active phrases 
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Bullet points, not sentences. 

rescuing the BAD 
 
Full sentences 
•  clutter your space 
•  obscure your 

message 

GOOD 
 

Bullet points 
•  conserve space 
•  visually separate 

different ideas 
•  should condense your 

thoughts into concrete, 
active phrases 
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Cartoons and flowcharts are worth 
a thousand words. 

Courtesy John Casey 
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Only show as much data as you 
need to convey your message. 

Time 
talking 

Probability 
listening 

0 sec 100% 

20 sec 50% 

1 min 10% 

2 min 5% 

5 min <1% 
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Make the figure tell your message. 

by Jean-Luc Doumont 
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Make the figure tell your message. 

by Jean-Luc Doumont 
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Our guiding image for crafting  
concise, memorable communication:  

the Hourglass. 
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Questions? 
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