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Creating Effective Posters: A few ideas

• Big-picture thoughts on…
o Effective data visualizations (taken from Edward Tufte)

o Design principles

• Examples
o ISDC Award-winning posters

o A less-effective poster

• Resources
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Big picture: Data visualization

• Use data to tell the story

• Avoid chartjunk

• Strive for a high data/ink ratio

• Facilitate comparisons (small multiples)

• Take advantage of human eye-brain information processing system

EDWARD TUFTE, THE VISUAL DISPLAY OF QUANTITATIVE INFORMATION

Small MultiplesHigh Data-Ink Ratio
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Big-picture: Design principles

1. Frame your poster as high inquiry/low advocacy

o Remove “I’m trying to prove” from the lexicon

o Replace with “Here’s my hypothesis…” or “Here’s the question I’m trying to answer…” or 
“Here’s what I want to understand…”

2. Use your poster to create a narrative that engages participants

o What is the story you want to tell?

o What are the key insights from your analysis?

3. Strive for essence in your poster

o Purpose | methods | results | insights

o Use data-rich graphics (diagrams, graphs, tables) to convey the story

4. Be graphics-forward!

o Keep prose to irreducible essence

o Small-multiple graphs can be very helpful

o Make judicious use of simplified stock/flow diagrams and CLDs
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Examples
DESIGN IDEAS FROM AWARD-WINNING POSTERS AT ISDC

1. Narrative “fall 
line”

2. Simplified, 
annotated model 
diagram

3. Tells story with 
data (Tufte, small 
multiples)

4. Clear ID of take-
aways and next 
steps
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Examples
DESIGN IDEAS FROM AWARD-WINNING POSTERS AT ISDC

1. Title captures 
essence of 
research 
question.

2. Abstract
3. Color used to 

create narrative 
fall line

4. Modified CLD 
used to describe 
death spiral 
structure

5. Tells story with 
data (Tufte, 
small multiples)

6. Clear ID of take-
aways and next 
steps
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Examples
DESIGN IDEAS FROM AWARD-WINNING POSTERS AT ISDC

1. Title captures essence of 
research question

2. Use of numbers to support 
narrative

3. Simplified CLDs used to 
create puzzle: “which will 
win?” puzzle

4. Connection of model 
architecture and feedbacks 
(structure) to model 
scenarios (behavior)
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Examples
A LESS-EFFECTIVE EXAMPLE

1. Poster created as part of a 
class assignment

2. Extensive use of tex--more 
suitable for an extended 
abstract than a poster

3. Minimal use of color
4. Difficult quickly to identify 

research question/purpose
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Resources

• A nice summary of Edward Tufte's ideas, by Alyssa Goodman of Harvard (~13 min) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r7YdcZkS_1k 

• Edward Tufte on “Beautiful Evidence” (~5 minutes) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Th_1azZA2OY&t=3s 

• Brief Science article about creating a scientific poster 
https://www.science.org/content/article/how-prepare-scientific-poster 

• How-to video on creating an effective humanities research poster—some of the 
principles are applicable https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i0sXMEc-Aas&t=4s 
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