
How to make a poster
…also how you shouldn’t, why you should care, and how they matter

SUMR Meeting 7: Making a maths poster
Wednesday 28th August, 3pm

Joseph Webber
joe.webber@warwick.ac.uk



What are posters?
Dean Calma / IAEA used under CC Attribution 2.0 Generic license
https://www.flickr.com/photos/iaea_imagebank/30840157227/

• Posters are usually presented 
in one of two ways:

• In a huge poster session 
(pictured)

• As part of a ‘flashtalks’ 
event (rarer, but common 
for early-career stuff in 
some fields)

• Physically, usually A0/A1 (big!)



Take-home messages
• Posters are important – they’re not just a “I didn’t 

get a talk, so I’ll just make a poster” cop-out

• Posters need to be good – unlike in a talk, people 
have no politeness incentive to stick around

• Posters need to stand out – there’s usually lots 
of them, all next to each other

• Posters need to serve a dual purpose – they’re a 
presentation aid, like slides, for when you’re 
there, but they need to make sense on their own



Purposes of a poster

The “paper advert”
• Catchy – should stand out
• Centred around the key finding
• Light on detail
• Make it easy to get to the paper – a 

reference won’t be enough

The “project summary”
• Gives detail to a level short of a paper, 

but more in-depth than a talk
• Walks through the key points so 

somebody can understand what you’ve 
done

• Can be dense – often best avoided

The “talk guide”
• Gives graphical pointers and equations 

that let you explain your work
• You need to be present the whole time 

or it’ll make no sense 



Structuring a poster
• Hard to read

• Remember that this is not a paper and needs to 
be spotted from across a room

• Pictures are important! Include graphs, but 
remember that axis labels and numbers need to 
be bigger



Structuring a poster
• If someone is interested, it needs to be easy to 

follow

• Can’t tell a story if there’s no clear order to it



Structuring a poster
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• Text is too small

• No clear story

• Contrast is low 
between elements

• Too much content

• Generic, vague, title

• Text style is too much 
like prose from a 
paper

• Clear colour, eye-
catching image 
background

• Pictures used to 
illustrate points

• Judicious use of 
equations

• Summary points on 
top left-hand corner

• List of further 
information 
references



Practicalities
• Format: paper size (and orientation) usually specified by organisers. If not, think 

about whether landscape or portrait suits your subject better.

• Visibility: as a rule of thumb, the title and key subject matter should be readable 
from 3m away. Everything should be visible from 1.5m away.

• Remember that, statistically speaking, you’ll have better eyesight than the 
average attendee. If in doubt, make things bigger.

• Sources of unnecessary clutter include gridlines/too many axis ticks on 
figures, complicated shadings, irrelevant labels, etc. Be ruthless.



Formatting tips
• Font sizes: always bigger than you think it should be (24pt is often too small for 

body text)

• Font families: unless you have a really good reason otherwise, body text should 
be sans serif (though just because a font is sans serif doesn’t mean it’s a 
good choice)

• Titles need to be huge – 120-150pt. Make sure they’re a dark(ish) colour.

• A note – this will all look silly on screen, and as it begins to come out of the printer. 
You’ll panic and think you’ve overdone it.



Formatting tips
• Figures: make sure labels are “too big” – you need to exaggerate…

• Don’t just lift figures you’ve made for papers – they need to be designed for the 
poster:
• No extraneous labels
• No patterns/grids
• Minimal axis ticks, thick lines and clear legend

     
 

 

 

 

 

          



Formatting tips
• Equations – people have some strong opinions on this:

…In general, reducing M and increasing P leads to a faster deswelling as the shear resistance is 
decreased and the pressure driving flows is increased. Thus, as t~P/M, we can see in figure X that…

…In general, reducing 𝑀 and increasing 𝑃 leads to a faster deswelling as the shear resistance is 
decreased and the pressure driving flows is increased. Thus, as 𝑡~𝑃/𝑀, we can see in figure X that…

…In general, reducing 𝑀 and increasing 𝑃 leads to a faster deswelling as the shear resistance is 
decreased and the pressure driving flows is increased. Thus, as 𝑡~𝑃 , we can see in figure X that…

…In general, reducing       and increasing      leads to a faster deswelling as the shear resistance is 
decreased and the pressure driving flows is increased. Thus, as       , we can see in figure X that…

viereck.ch/latex-to-svg



Formatting tips
• Thoughts on LaTeX There are lots of beamer-based approaches to making 

posters, which can produce some good-looking results 

deselaers/latex-beamerposter on GitHub

Short summary: don’t bother



Formatting tips
My go-to tools for putting together a poster

• You know how to use it already
• Fine degree of control over formatting/layout
• Native vector support
• Shape Format > Size > expand arrow and use the Size+Position pane
• Easy export to PDF at high resolution
• Design > Slide Size > Custom Slide Size… to set A0/A1 etc.

colorcet.com
Gives colour maps and palettes that 
are “perceptually uniform” and also 
has options that suit various types of 
colour blindness. Easy to include in 
basically any software tool you’re 
using. 

viereck.ch/latex-to-svg
The best free online one of 
these (I usually use my own 
version on Windows).

warwick.ac.uk/about/brand
Get hold of university logos and 
read the guidelines for their use. 
Gives specific colours and 
resources in a number of formats.





Putting this into practice
• Sketch out a plan of what a poster 

summarising your summer research might look 
like

• Don’t need the actual content, but 
layout/figures/take-home messages/title should 
all be there

• What poster pitfalls do you think your project 
might be especially prone to?

Things to consider

• Order of content – how do you 
make this clear?

• Placement and number of 
figures

• How to catch peoples’ eyes

• What are the 3-5 key points you 
want people to take away?

• How can you tell a story both 
with and without involved 
mathematics?
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