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Abstract

Thefundion of poder pgpers differs from tha of traditiondly presented oral or
printed papers. The approach to therr designis therefore quite different. This
conference contribution provides generic guiddines for designing new poger pgpes,
it discusses by example severa meansof increasing theimpact of existing ones.
Multiple entry points, stacks of bullet points, plain typography, smplified graphics,
relevant phobographsand suppoting hand-outs are useful components of better poger
papers.

Introduction

Scientific poder pgoes genealy have littleimpact, in contrast to many displays
advertisng commercial produds. A small budge and little time available for
preparation often get the blame, butwith very few resources an effective display can
beputtogeher.

Scientists are familiar with the editorial evaluaion process of scientific pgpers where
refereeslook at content amog exclusvely. It may be hard to accept tha poder pgoes
tend to bejudgel for both content and presentation: assessed by judges with points;
and assessed by readers quite literally with ther feet.

Y et, the scientific poger pgper is an excellent and legitimate means of making contact
with fellow researchers and the public by

1. advertising thework you are going to do;

2. reporting on progress before your research is completed;

3. highlighing themain condusonsfrom recently completed research during or after
the publication phase in aspeciaist joumd. Unlike the specialist publication, apoder
can reach outto a much wide audience.

Common mistakes

When deciding to present apoder pgoe at a scientific conference, many authors
appear to rely asther main resource on an existingjouma manu<ript tha isto be, or
has recently been, published. Key sectionsfrom the pgpers are extracted together with
someillugrations enlarged phographicaly or usng a phobcopier, and mounied on
cardboad which end uponthewall in adisplay area. More often than not such short
papers, bloaed to poder size, attract little attention at a conference, except for ther
poordesign.

Thereasonfor lack of reader interest is tha many pogers are too information-dense
to beread in thar entirety, let alonebeinviting enoughto start reading them. In
crowded display areas, only pat of apoder may be read so the links between various
pats of thepaper arelog. Lists of references do not make for exciting convasation



ove the conference tea breaks. Small or unaiitable text fonts may be hard to read.
Text pands may betoo far bdow eyelines (nobod likesto kneel down to get alook
at your small print).

Many of these mistakes can be avoided by putting some thoughtinto the design
process before starting to put material togeher.

Doing better

In designing agoodpoder pgoer, you need to bear in mind its purpo<e: to attract
attention to yowr work, notto explain it in great detail. Jud like anitem ona
newspape page there can bealot of compditionfor space and reader interest in a
poder session.

In that sense, thepoder is more like an advertisement than a scientific contiibution.
Theobijectiveisto let people know wha kind of work is beng doneby whom, rather
than supply al theresultsto dae. All going well, the validaied daawill eventudly be
published in ajoumd and that isthe place for thefull ddails.

A goodmanugript for apublished paper should follow the IMRAD structure, i.e.
Introdudion, Methods Results And Discussion format, preceded by an Abgract and
followed by References (e.g., Lynch 1994) By al meansuse the published paper as
thebasis for your poder, butdo not copy its structure by putiing a pand for the
Methodssection, Results, etc. in your poder; specifically, donotindudeAbgract and
References.

Thereasonsfor this recommendaion are tha

1. apoder pape is an abdract, therefore does notneed to be abgracted (explicitly)
agan. However, many of therules for goodabdract writing (1SO 214)also apply to
poger papers.

2. TheIMRAD structure, and the contents of the paper, are totally log to someone
who starts reading the poder from the end - often forced to do so by crowds or by the
way thetotal collection of display pandsis arranged at the conference. Therefore,
every part of yourdisplay should beable to be appreciated by itself, almost
indgpendent of other parts.

3. References are useful to verify statements or to relate your work to further relevant
publications excellent in print but needlessy taking up valuable wall spacein a
poger.

However, abdract and references can provide suitable add-on material, in theform of
ahand-out Well-prepared hand-outs make excellent public relationsdoauments, and
also providethe place for your full contact details. address/ affiliation/ phonefax-
email / possibly a mug shot or team phobograph.

Make sure you have plenty of hand-outs in an inviting place near thepoder at al
times. A cardboad or clear perspex box as part of thedisplay can work very well, but
make sure it's never empty. Material stacked on tables often forms arepostory for tea
cupd



Drafting the paper

Aswith drafting any doaument, people vary in how to go best aboutcommitting ther
thoughsto paper. Some like to start at the very beginning, and build up the draft to
thelast line Others use an approach of committingideasto pgpoer ailmog randomly,
then putting the paragraphsin theright order, and findly connecting these into a
coheent draft. Theuse of word processors has greatly assisted thelatter method,
which isvery effective in overcoming awriter's block.

Thepoger pgper can benefit from bang written out in full sentences, even thoughit
may not be presented tha way in find form. Once thethoughs are organised, the
main ideas can then belifted outand summarised. Highlighter pensare very useful for
emphasising parts tha can subsquently be displayed onthe poder, usng bullet
points. Use onebullet or linefor each separate item or idea. If youwrite paragraphs
keep them short. Write pundy sentences.

Grabbing attention and holding it
(" SEX" isnot alwaysappropriate)

Make sure that somethingin your pgper grabsthe attention of the passer-by. This can
be an arresting graphic, cartoon, or phoograph; clever typography; a device or
anything relevant that breaks thetwo dimensonsof the sheet of paper (Tufte (¢.1990)
speaks of "escaping flatland”). The device should relate directly to the content of your
paper, andform a naural lead-in point to therest of thetext.

It isimportant that all segments of the poger can be read separately: they often lead
thar own life. For example, if youindudea picture, make sure its caption is adjacent
to it: readers of apoger may not have theinterest, time, or physcal space, to search
elsewhere for an explanaion. Don'tuse vertical typein graphs thistendsto strain
neck muscles and leadsto spilling teal

Similarly, give each pand its own heading. If a section "heading" refers to more than
onetext blodk, use "heading (continued)” to indicate the status of thefollow-on text.
Numbering pandsis generally agoodidea. Not only does it bring out sequences
better, butalso will you find the poder paper is much quicker to assemblein the
display area.

[llustrations

If youare lucky enoughto cover atopic with interesting, unusud or beautiful images,
by al meansuse them to the best effect. Don't be scared to make the picture bigge
than the explanaion: the paper should generate interest in your research, bean
advertisement, rather than tell all.

A phob of theresearcher or theteam can be quite suitable. It hdpsidentify the poger
paticipants to the public, who may then beindined to get a convesation going, or
ask specific questions



If youuse graphs display themain relationshipsonly. The poder is nat the place for
discussing thereliability of your data points: it needsto indicate trendsonly.

Conjectural relationships between density of information and eftectiveness of displays
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As an example, consder my conjectural relationshipsfor poder pgpers (P=?)
between "Interest generated” as afundion of "Number of words', and "L egibility of
graphs' asafundion of "Number of daa points'.

If your graphicsillugrate a cyclic process, make sure al parts of thecycle are
mounted on asingle sheet: it can beembarassing if apat goes missing, or doesn't fit
in theright place. Clockwise cyclestend to have amore "naural feel” than anti-
clockwise ones.

For numerical and textud tables, similar precautions apply: use them to summarise
main points, notto supply raw data. Don'twe al hate it when a speaker shows a
detailed numeric table on an overhead projector, saying "l know you cannotread this,
but..." Jug don'tdoit, certainly notin poders either.

Which font, which attribute, which size?

Word processing today offers so many choices, and novices are often confused into
thinking they need to use at least several fontsto get a point across. Nothingisfurther
fromthetruth! Remember Bringhust's (1992)first princple: "Typography exists to
honourcontent.”

Asin mog well-designed doauments, asingle fontmaking sparse use of bold and
italic will prove effective for mos purposes. A separate font may be used to set
headingsasidefrom the main text. Use a serif fontsuch as Times or Bookman for the
main text (asans-serif fontsuch as Helvetica may beused for headingsandin
illugrationg. Research has shown this improves legibility, speed of reading, and
comprehenson (Wheldon 1990;Rollo 1993)

Thefontsize should be such tha the poder can beread easily from a distance of
abouta metre. My rule of thunb isto choo% a size large enoughto withgand
photgraphic reprodudion of the entire display (pand) to A4 size, withoutloss of
legibility. Working backwardsfrom areduced size of 8-10 points will give an



optimum display size of bodytext of 24-36 pants (6-9 mm tall). Serifs of afont
increase the blackness of theletter: this may explain its greater legibility, butat very
large sizes the opposte occurs. Really large serif fonts tend to look too undeasantly
solid and black to the eye. Choos alight-bodied typeface to overcome this problem;
you may also need to reduce theletter and line spacing dightly. A recommended
width for yourtext columnsis 1.5-2 alphaes, or 35-50 characters, per line
Punduaing headingsor bullet pointsis usudly not necessary.

My own preference isto draft everythingin Courier 10 or 12 points: it is
unpretentious and indicates clearly | am workingin draft not proof. This nor
propottionae font (al letters and the space are thesame width) also allows better
proof-reading because its 1 (oné), | (elle), and | (eye) are different, asare O (oh)and 0
(zero). Inragged (nonjudified) text, unnecessary extra spaces are easy to spot.
Courier isnotso suitable for displays, especialy inlarger font sizes; my preferred
choices for display are the Bookman and Helvetica combination. (NB: propationae
fonts such asthelatter take a single space after thefull stop) Italicsare usudly
reserved for species and joumd names; never undelineitalics - even thougheach
word processor can manageit! Use bold for emphasis, and for headings NEVER
WRITE SENTENCESIN ALL-CAPITALS, ASTHEY ARE MUCH HARDER TO
READ (see Wheldon1990;Rollo 1993)

Choice of paper colour and size

Colours can add alot of impact to adisplay, but be careful howyou use them. If
information rather than art is the main objective, use bright colours sparingly. Printing
or phooboopying onto dark hues of tinted paper can badly reduce legibility, especially
in placesthat are notwell lit. Easier, and often jud as pleasing, is the effect obtained
by mouning white prints onto coloured pgper pands.

How large should thedisplay be? If the poder isaoneoff, in asize pre-determined
by the conference organisers, you have oneless thing to worry about find outthe
specificationsand stick to them. In reality though many poders are used for a
seconday purpog, if only to brighten up alaboratory, corridor or office after the
conference. Thekeyword hereisflexibility in designing shapes and sizes.

Sheets of A1 pgoe (594mm x 841 mm) are easy to work with, easily trangportable,
and their multiples often form the basis for display pandling provided at poder pgoer
sites. Both landscape (wide) and portrait-style (tall) poders have ther merits and
disadvantages. Themain onesto remembe are, that "landscape designs’ are often
read from either end and should alow for this; information on "portrait designs' may
behard to read bdow the midline Put yourlargest pictures there (caption aboveit),
notthe modg important text. Youwill find few people prepared to drop on therr knees
for your paper!

" Putting it up”
Before taking your display to the conference, make sure you have puttogeher all

find partsat least once. Don'tforget to bring with you the meansto fix your poger to
display pandling. Thumb tacks are best for cloth-covered soft boad pandling, Velcro



dots are excellent for smooth, hard surfaces. When usng sticky tape, use preferably
thedouble-sided type keep it out of sightwhere possible. Scissors, hammer and pliers
can come out very handy when setting up the display. Avoid wasting valuable time by
having to search for toolsin the display area when everyoneelse needsthem, too!

Conclusion

It istempting to experiment with typefonts, sizes, attributes etc. Remember, thisis
likely to beat the expense of thereal job: communicating your content in the most
effective form to a captured (rather than a captive) audience. Make your pgper
inviting to look at, interesting enoughto draw attention from variousdirections
Always aim for good readability and have a hand-out with your contact details ready.
Take amental phoograph of it: if you cannotreduce the overall display to oneor two
A4-size phobgraphsand retain its legibility, you probably have missed your mark.
Try agan. Break thepatern. Good luck.
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