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Abstract
The presentation of posters at scientific conferences to visually represent research
projects is a widespread international practice. The main purpose of this paper is to
offer reflections relating to posters as visual representations of research studies
conducted by PhD candidates. As the basis for our reflections, we consider the main
purposes and intended learning outcomes linked to posters and reflect on some of the
design and assessment issues associated with the multi-faceted purposes of posters in
contexts such as postgraduate research conferences. Notably, the paper includes a set
of illustrative vignettes written by a group of PhD students from the Faculty of
Humanities at the University of Manchester who were required to design and exhibit
posters at an annually held postgraduate research conference. This reflexive dialogue
raises a series of issues for consideration by those who are actively involved with the
design, presentation, observation and assessment of posters produced by PhD
candidates.
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1. Introduction
“The poster proper is a printed sheet produced for the purpose of advertisement. It
may be almost wholly pictorial or consist of lettering only”. So wrote W.S. Rogers in
1914 in a treatise endearingly entitled: “The modern poster; its essentials and
significance” Rogers (1914: 186). Since the release of this publication over 100 years
ago, posters have become a ubiquitous feature of academic life across a wide variety of
academic disciplines (Carr, Loucks, and Blöschl 2018; Fakunle, Dollinger, AllaMensah and Izard, 2019; Kuzhabekova and Temerbayeva, 2018). The main aim of this
paper is to offer reflections relating to the use of posters as visual representations of
research studies conducted by PhD candidates. In focusing on issues such as the
challenges involved with designing posters to represent abridged and simplified
pictures of complex research projects, the guidance provided to PhD students, and the
assessment of posters in teaching and learning settings, we aim to raise awareness of
the extent to which the poster has emerged as a method of visually representing
postgraduate research projects.
The paper is structured is follows. First, we consider the main purposes and intended
learning outcomes linked to the use of posters on PhD programmes. We then seek to
clarify the advice provided to PhD students when designing posters which are intended
to encapsulate the essence of their research projects. Finally, we reflect on some
design and assessment issues associated with the multi-faceted purposes of posters in
contexts such as postgraduate research conferences. Notably, the paper includes a set
of illustrative vignettes written by a group of PhD students from the Faculty of
Humanities at the University of Manchester; all of these postgraduate researchers were
required, due to a specific component of their PhD programme, to design and exhibit
posters at an annually held postgraduate research conference.

2. What is the purpose of a poster designed to represent a PhD study?
It has been argued by various writers that poster presentations are an effective teaching
mechanism for helping students to develop their arguments and voices in academic
settings (Lynch, 2018). This viewpoint is particularly pertinent to PhD candidates who
are seeking to acquire the skills necessary to conduct independent research. Thus, in
their guide for prospective and current doctoral candidates, the UK’s Quality
Assurance Agency (QAA) draws attention to a set of activities and experiences in
which doctoral candidates can engage to “support the personal and professional
development of researchers as well as being a formal means of developing as
institutional researchers” (QAA, 2011: 12). Specifically, under the heading of
dissemination of research knowledge, the QAA states that this development takes
places when doctoral candidates engage with conference and seminar posters. Thus,
from the outset of this reflection, we highlight two overriding purposes of posters
when designed and exhibited by PhD students. The first is to disseminate knowledge
and the second is to enhance the personal and professional development of PhD
candidates. Clearly, these two purposes should not be treated discretely as the
effectiveness with which research findings are disseminated is, in part, dependent upon
the research-related skills and capabilities of the researcher in question.
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This initial foray into the field of posters as visual representations of PhD projects
offers an early indication of the inextricable links that exist between the essence of the
PhD candidate’s research project, the design and content of the poster, and the
characteristics of the candidate. In effect, posters portray key features of all these
elements. For example, the poster presents details about the purpose and design of the
project; the poster displays evidence of the techniques and methods used by the
candidate to express the essence of their project to an external audience; and the poster
reveals underlying content and design choices made by the candidate in terms of what
to include and exclude when constructing the poster (Persky, 2016). Notably, these
features of posters attract different degrees of emphasis at different times.
At a general level, there is a plethora of advice available on how to design effective
posters. For example, in an excellent practical contribution on poster design and
presentation, Berg and Hicks (2017) cover a diverse range of topics such as types of
posters, content and layout, visual appeal, and the use of space and imagery.
Understandably, however, writers have found it more difficult to provide targeted and
esoteric advice to PhD students about how to express the essence of a research project
using a poster. Even within disciplinary boundaries, there are huge variations in
approaches to PhD research projects which make it extremely to offer anything more
that general advice about what content should be included in a poster presentation
(Anderson et al., 2011; Rees and Rowlands, 2020). Having reflected about this issue,
we subsequently struggled to identity guidelines which moved beyond general
considerations (such as ‘clearly state the purpose of the research’, and ‘provide
information about the context in which the research is being conducted’) leading us to
recognise the extent to which poster design has to involve individualised and highly
subjective decision-making due to the originality of PhD research projects.

3. Poster presentations in practice
As discussed above, various advantages have been claimed about the design process
and act of presenting posters at academic and professional conferences. For example, it
has been suggested that a poster presentation represents an opportunity to develop
effective communication skills, partly because the activity encourages PhD candidates
to become confident and clear about the purpose of their research (Flaherty et. al,
2018). Similarly, it has been argued that poster activities encourage the promotion of
collaborative learning, as PhD candidates are provided with an opportunity to view and
engage with their peers and reflect on their progress and visual representations (Mills
et al., 2000). However, a concept which is often overlooked is how the candidate
adapts lengthy sections of their written PhD work into a one sided poster or indeed
whether this work can be summarised adequately into this format (Tanner and
Chapman, 2012). Notably, one related problem with the presentation of posters as
written work has been described as follows: “The most common mistake of posters is
overcommunication; posters are intended to convey the main message, not be a
manuscript (Persky, 2016: 162).
As we reflected upon this issue, we were forced to recognise some of our own
underlying assumptions, namely, that we have assumed, rightly or wrongly, that it is
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actually possible to accomplish this task of condensing complex work in a meaningful
way and, further, assumed that it is reasonable to require first year PhD candidates to
this perform this task. Further, given the emphasis on the academic approach to a PhD,
it is also valuable to consider the absence of opportunities to ‘practise’ for the student,
(Brown, 2001). In the majority of approaches to academic assessment, students are
often given an opportunity to draft their work and receive feedback; yet during this
process of designing and presenting a poster, that opportunity is limited and may
account for some of the negative perception of poster presentations (Briggs, 2009;
Lynch et al, 2012).
Another criticism of the visual representation of the PhD first year work is the lack of
formal criteria against which projects should be assessed. In overall terms, the aim of
poster presentations is to provide the audience with an expression of the essence of
research projects using attractive and concise visual representations based on mixtures
of text, tables, pictures and other presentation formats (Craddock and Matthias, 2009;
Kinikin and Hench, 2012). Yet, in the absence of commonly adopted specific
guidelines relating to the aesthetics of poster design, wide variations in academic
content and visual presentation are usually evident (Brownlie, 2007). That is, the
rudimentary familiarity of PhD candidates’ knowledge of the diverse subjective
criteria against which posters are judged by audience members is, to the least,
problematic. Thus, while posters are likely to be judged in general terms against
criteria such as the content, the visual presentation, oral communication, argumentation
and oral defense of the poster (Moon, 2014), the assessment criteria used by specific
members of the audience is usually shrouded in mystery and represents another
uncertain aspect of the presentation of a poster by a PhD candidate.
In the sections of the paper below, we reflect further on these types of issues by
considering a specific poster presentation event.

4. Reviewing a PhD poster presentation event
4.1. Setting the scene
Several PhD programmes in the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Manchester
currently require first year PhD candidates to present posters which visually represent
their research projects. These posters are presented at the end of the first year of the
PhD programmes. The criteria for developing the posters are briefly outlined in the
invitation emails and advise the PhD candidates about the size and orientation of the
posters, as well as how to book a session with the graphics centre. There is no formal
direction given outlining the evaluation or assessment criteria. Also present at the
conference are PhD students in their second, third and sometimes fourth year along
with supervisors and other members of academic staff.
On the day itself, the conference delegates are encouraged to walk around the poster
section and talk to the students who can then further explain their work. In keeping
with similar events, the focus of the presentation format is to showcase the PhD
candidates’ scholarly work and to encourage interaction with and between them. At
this time, the delegates are also asked to judge which poster they perceive to be ‘the
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best’ by adding a tick by the relevant author’s name on a paper ticket and submitting
this to one of the conference organisers. In the following section, we consider this
poster event in the light of conceptual issues raised earlier in the paper and also a set of
vignettes written by some of the PhD candidates who presented posters.
4.2. Reflecting on the event
There are a number of key points which surfaced when, as a group of academics and
PhD candidates, we reflected on the processes underpinning this conference event. At
a fundamental level, the reflections led us to consider various reasons why poster
presentations, involving the research projects of PhD students, have emerged as a
common feature of international conferences. Returning to the opening lines of this
paper, we reflected upon the perspective that the posters, which collectively are
presented in a way akin to an exhibition of art, represent visually appealing
advertisements for research projects. Similarly, we considered the extent to which
conference organisers intend posters to serve developmental purposes as described by
the QAA above. This multi-purpose approach to posters is illustrated well in Vignette
One in which the PhD candidate draws attention to the potential for posters to share (or
advertise) the main aspects of the research project while, at the same time, presenting a
developmental opportunity which has the potential to enhance both the researcher and
the study itself.
Vignette One I saw my poster presentation at the conference as an opportunity
for sharing the main aspects of my PhD research while at the same time receiving
comments from people who are familiar with the same or maybe a completely
different research area (or specialisation). This poster opportunity provides the
chance to enhance my perspective as a researcher and thus, the study itself.
(PhD candidate 1 – an international student from South America)

Vignette Two is helpful in highlighting that the perceived purpose of the poster is likely
to be highly influential in its design. Thus, in Vignette Two the PhD candidate refers to
the fact that they deliberately sought ways of designing the poster in a non-specialised
and non-complex way in order to encourage feedback from “everyone”, that is,
regardless of their disciplinary background. What emerged from our reflections was
that the presenters of posters may have very different views about the purposes of their
posters; further, other delegates who examine and assess these posters hold their own
ideas about why posters are being presented.
Vignette Two Presenting a poster was a way for me to get feedback from experts
to develop my research. Presenting the poster in the first year of the study helped
me to develop the research orientation through the ideas of the experts attending
the conference. For me, the most difficult part was finding a shorthand method of
presenting my ideas to take away complexity and open the way for feedback at the
conference and on the internet from everyone.
(PhD candidate 2 – an international student from Asia)

Our reflections also highlighted the lack of information that was available to delegates
about the perceptions of PhD candidates who had constructed and displayed posters at
this event. Interestingly, while the event contained an exercise in which delegates were
asked to rate posters on the basis of non-specified criteria, the PhD candidates
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themselves were not formally asked to evaluate the poster activity in relation to either
their own research projects or their development as researchers.
Vignette Three Making the poster helped me to focus on what I want my research
to communicate within the given space (A2 or A1 size). It helped me to make the
message of the research interesting and convenient. Interacting with audiences
helped me to gain feedback and see some aspects of the research that I might
have missed. It helped me make my research better. The poster session also
helped me to see other’s works, both the good and bad parts so I could then
improve (or avoid putting something into) my research.
(PhD candidate 3 – an international student from Asia)

At an anecdotal level, it is evident from the vignettes that the poster activity was
valued by some if not all of the doctoral students. For example, in keeping with the
literature discussed above, the benefits of poster presentations are illustrated in
Vignette Three in which the PhD candidate alludes to acquiring research dissemination
skills, as well as to the value they placed on the vicarious learning opportunities which
arose from engaging with the posters presented by other PhD candidates. Similarly,
Vignette Four provides an insight into how the activity of representing the research
project in the form of a poster helps some PhD candidates to step back from their own
research when later writing the findings chapters for their theses.
Vignette Four The synthesis exercise of presenting my research in a very limited
format for the poster helped me to visualize the backbone of my research. Asking
myself what is central and what is peripheral was an exercise that I repeated later
when facing the findings or when writing the results. In a work as extensive as a
doctoral thesis, it was easy for me to get lost in the details (my supervisor can
testify to that). So time and again I have returned to the exercise of taking
distance and trying to delimit and construct an argument that is robust in
academic terms.
(PhD candidate 4 – an international student from South America)

Another of the key issues we identified, and which resonates with themes in the
literature review, stemmed from the PhD candidates’ lack of prior experience of poster
presentations. This perception is expressed in Vignette Five in which the PhD
candidate refers to their lack of knowledge about putting a poster together and the time
taken to figure out how to ‘put things together nicely’. Interestingly, we see from
Vignette Five, a perception that the emphasis in this event was placed on the design of
posters when preparing PhD candidates for conferences. As indicated above, wider
literature and web-based guidance suggest that the experience of this PhD candidate is
not unusual. Thus, we highlight that some of the anxiety of presenting a poster may
come not only from the poster development itself but also from the lack of opportunity
for feedback and tight submission deadlines. Students often rely on informal feedback
from their supervisor to fine tune drafts of work.
Vignette Five After one year of numerous readings, writing a literature review,
and planning for research methods, working on my poster was a good way to
distil and synthesise a lot of information about my research. Personally, I found it
was quite relaxing and enjoyable to do something different by switching from
merely writing to working on artwork and design. Since I had no experience in
poster design, it took me a while to finally figure out how to put things together
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nicely, the layouts, colour schemes, and the appropriate photos. I was not given
enough information about the content criteria. There was only information about
the physical aspects of the poster e.g. size, orientation.
(PhD candidate 5 – an international student from Asia)

The absence of formal feedback may well lead to uncertainties about the presentation
of the poster rather than necessarily the research concepts and ideas that it expresses.
This uncertainty is expressed in Vignette Six where, notably, the writer highlights the
challenges associated with choosing appropriate colours and images to present an
attractive representation of the research project rather than identifying challenges
connected to the nature of the research project itself.
Vignette Six To me, a poster is a visual method to communicate your research. I
think that the biggest benefit (and challenge) of presenting a poster in a
conference, is that you need to convince people of keep reading, so accordingly, it
needs to be persuasive and attractive. Once they have read it, people feel ready to
ask you questions, and you can develop an actual conversation or discussion with
them, so somehow is more casual and less stressing than other formats. A major
challenge for me was to make the poster visual enough to choose the right colours
and images. When you design a poster, these are equally important to the
information you present.
(PhD candidate 6 – an international student from South America)

Yet, comparisons between Vignette Six and Vignette Seven illustrate a point made
towards the beginning of the paper. That is, the content and features of the posters that
are displayed are influenced by both the nature of the research projects and the
characteristics of the candidates involved. At times, different levels of emphases will
be placed upon these influences. Thus, while Vignette Six encourages us to reflect upon
challenges relating to the aesthetics of the poster, Vignette Seven serves to remind us
that another primary purpose of the poster is convey the central purposes of the
research projects and to enable to audience to envisage how the various components of
the these projects are synthesised to produce a coherent and integrated work.
Vignette Seven According to my experience, the two most challenging aspects
are explaining the main purpose of the study and having clarity about the central
components of the research. In addition, being opened (prepared) to any question
or comments that may disagree with the study. All of these challenges are in the
context of a very condensed (presentation) version of my research. To me, the
main criteria I would use to asses a poster is consistency in how the different
research sections are linked (i.e. introduction, literature review, methodology and
'findings and conclusions').
(PhD candidate 7 – an international student from South America)

5. Conclusions
The main purpose of the paper is to offer reflections about posters as visual
representations of research studies conducted by PhD candidates. Our reflections have
highlighted the multiplicity of purposes of posters and the diverse ways in which
posters are assessed by audiences. In some cases, delegates may be viewing the posters
primarily as works of art and be seeking creative forms of inspiration from them. In
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other cases, delegates may be searching primarily for insights into the latest thinking in
a scientific domain and will assess the posters accordingly.
One of the main conclusions which we draw from these reflections is that attempts to
judge posters from both aesthetic and academic perspectives involve highly subjective
processes which often rely on unclear interpretations as to why the presenters have
constructed the posters in the first place. Further, we draw attention to the fact that, on
occasions, dissonances are likely to exist between what the creator of the poster is
seeking from the visual representation of the research project and what members of the
audience are seeking to acquire from this same representation. As such, the findings
have application for various actors including those presenting posters, those viewing
posters, and conference organisers. Thus, the findings indicate that there is merit in
those presenting posters at PhD conferences being open about what they hope their
posters will accomplish and, further, what role other conference delegates can play in
achieving those goals. In the case of those viewing posters, there is merit in
encouraging them to seek clarification from presenters about how they would like their
posters to be judged in order for them to offer relevant and constructive feedback.
Similarly, the findings of this study indicate that there is merit in conference organisers
preparing delegates about how to approach the posters; this preparation should involve
encouraging the delegates to allow the stated purposes of the posters to influence their
judgements.
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