
use a color palette

use 2-3 typefaces

at most

Choosing a color palette and sticking to it lends 

consistency to your poster.

Using 3-6 colors gives variety without overwhelming 

your viewer. If you’re displaying graphs that require 

more colors, use different shades of your palette.

Don’t eyeball colors: three slightly different oranges 

= three colors! Your audience will subconsciously 

pick up on this subtle difference and be thrown off.

There are websites that provide premade color 

palettes, like colourlovers.com and coolors.co.

You can also easily create your own palette at 

color.adobe.com. Just move some sliders around 

and the program creates a palette for you.

It can be tempting to use many different typefaces 

(fonts) to make a poster look snazzy but it makes a 

design look cluttered and visually incoherent. Your 

audience will wonder if all the different fonts mean 

something they should pay attention to.

Pick typefaces for your header, body text, and 

captions and stick with your choices.

You could use a heavier weight (bold, etc.) of the 

body text for subheadings instead of choosing a 

whole other typeface.

Google Fonts has a nice array of beautiful typefaces 

and will even recommend which typefaces pair well 

with the one you’ve chosen.

Header

Body text

Captions



do a test print

Your poster is all done - it’s perfect - so you go 

ahead and print it on expensive glossy paper... But 

when the printer hands you the poster you’ve 

agonized over, you realize the headline is way too big, 

or your body text is impossible to read it’s so small.

Ugh.

Luckily, Adobe Acrobat & Reader give you a cheap 

solution: Load your PDF poster into the program and 

select “Poster” in the dialogue box. You can set it up 

so Adobe will print sections of your poster onto 

8.5" x 11" sheets on your regular office printer 

(”tiling”).

Add a little sticky tape magic to put all the tiles 

together and - voilà! - you can see what needs to 

be changed before you print it on nice paper.

take advantage 

of smart guides

Many softwares, including Powerpoint (we’ll 

eventually need to have a stern talk about using ppt 

for poster design!), have smart guides and other 

functions that help align elements.

You’ll need to look up specific instructions depending 

the program you use, but once guides are on, 

elements will “snap” to the center of the page, to 

each other, and to each other’s edges when you 

drag one close to the other, for perfect alignment.

If you want to space several objects on your page 

equally, such as three text boxes placed side-by-

side, you can do this with the “distribute” function.

There are several other similar functions that save 

time and frustration, and the settings/buttons for all 

of them are usually in the same place.



use white space

employ a grid

When your gut reaction to a poster is to leap 

backwards, chances are there isn’t enough white 

space. Adding space in your poster has the same 

effect as decreasing the number of people in an 

elevator - you have more room to breathe.

This might entail spacing poster elements farther 

apart; making your text a lighter color (notice this 

text is dark grey, not black); using wider margins; 

adding space between lines of text; eliminating less 

important elements; or making your text smaller.

White space doesn’t necessarily have to be white - 

it’s just what we call an area with nothing in it.

Doing a test print of your poster will help gauge if 

and where you need to add space.

When you’re struggling to place elements on the 

page, a grid can be a good starting point. It also 

gives your poster a sense of order because there is 

an underlying pattern to your placements.

Depending on the size and orientation of your poster, 

you’ll have to decide on how many columns you’ll 

need, and how much space to put between them.

A vertical poster will usually look good with two 

columns, while three to five columns tend to work 

well on a horizontal one.

Horizontal lines also help to figure out at what height 

on the poster you could place an element.



create a hierarchy

create a hierarchy

English-language readers will scan a page starting 

in the top-left and ending in the bottom-right, 

going in a spiral or zig zag shape along the way.

Make sure the information you include on your poster 

loosely follows this trajectory in order of most- to 

least-important information.

It’s also worth noting that viewers will look at the 

biggest elements first and give equal importance 

to those that are the same size. It helps to use 

subheadings across your poster so your viewer can 

scan each one quickly and decide whether or not 

they are interested in reading that section.

Header

Subheader Subheader

Quisque finibus tempus 
metus ut egestas. Nulla in 

faucibus ipsum. Cras sit 

amet ultrices metus. Mauris 

suscipit augue et felis 

molestie, vitae facilisis 

massa tincidunt. Sed tempor 

urna sit amet ex dictum 

tincidunt.

Quisque finibus tempus 
metus ut egestas. Nulla in 

faucibus ipsum. Cras sit 

amet ultrices metus. Mauris 

suscipit augue et felis 

molestie, vitae facilisis 

massa tincidunt. Sed tempor 

urna sit amet ex dictum 

tincidunt.

Subheader

Quisque finibus tempus 
metus ut egestas. Nulla in 

faucibus ipsum. Cras sit 

amet ultrices metus. Mauris 

suscipit augue et felis 

molestie, vitae facilisis 

massa tincidunt. Sed tempor 

urna sit amet ex dictum 

tincidunt.

ditch gradients, 

shadows and 3D effects

Effects have meanings: gradients indicate a 

gradual change; shadows imply an object is raised; 

and adding a third dimension to charts means there 

is a third dimension to your results.

Unfortunately, some softwares add these effects 

automatically and they only serve to clutter a 

poster and make people wonder things like, “Why are 

the bars in your chart 3D, and why isn’t that 

dimension labeled?”

On top of increasing clarity by avoiding these effects, 

you’ll find you earn back a significant amount of 

space on your poster.

Unless you have a compelling reason to use an 

effect, don’t!



check usage rights

avoid writing

in all-caps

Just like you spent time and money on your research, 

someone did the same to create that photo or icon 

you want to use on your poster, so it’s only right to 

compensate them.

If you can’t afford that, there are plenty of resources 

where you can legally download and use images for 

free. Unsplash, Pexel and Pixabay are good places 

to start searching.

If you’re Googling for your images, click on “Tools” 

just under the search bar; the “Usage rights” 

dropdown will allow you to filter images based on 

their copyright restrictions.

Ascenders and descenders give us important clues 

about written words, especially when the text is small 

or far away.

By contrast, a word written in all caps looks like a 

rectangular block, with few clues as to the letters it 

contains. It takes longer to read a sentence in caps.

Plus, you wouldn’t want your audience thinking you’re 

shouting at them.

ascender

descender


