Making a poster in PowerPoint

Key points
1. Work backwards from the time that the poster must be finished. Start by ringing the place that will print it (e.g., CopyTime), finding out who does it, how much time they need, what version of PowerPoint they use, whether they will be there when you need it done, whether they’ve got “matt finish” in stock etc.

2. If at all possible, stick to the standard A0 size (i.e., 841mm by 1189mm). A0 has exactly the same relative dimensions as a sheet of A4 (it is the same as 4 sheets of A4 wide and 4 sheets high), is easy for printers, and nearly always, will fit on the poster board at the conference you’re going to, even if it goes over the bottom a bit.
3. Check the requirements of your conference organizers. Regarding size (see note above – try and stick to A0), content, style etc. It’s essential you know this before you start.

4. It’s all about style, not substance. The best posters are the good looking ones. I have a lot of arguments about this with the purists, however, my view is that it’s sad but true. People “do” posters during the coffee break, with a cup of coffee balanced in one hand, a biscuit in the other, and three people chatting to them at once. So, it has to look good for people to gravitate toward it at all, and then when they get there, it needs to captivate them at the most primal level. Hence, I recommend a stunning background that can be best appreciated from a couple of metres away and as many pictures/tables/graphs (at the expense of words) as possible. Make sure that your background doesn’t overpower the text (I like light background, dark text).
5. Go and look at as many posters as you can. Take a ruler to measure margins, text size etc. If you have a camera, grab that too. Pick out the things you think look good and the things that give you the irrits. Pay attention to backgrounds, colors, fonts etc.

6. Pay a bit extra for a matt finish on the front when laminating. Makes them much easier to read in a lit environment.
Learn some essential tricks
· Open PowerPoint and get a completely blank slide – Click Format\Slide Layout\click on blank option (i.e., no tables, boxes etc.)
· Make sure you can see the “Drawing toolbar” down the bottom – If not, click View\Toolbars\Drawing. 
· Display drawing guides and ruler – Click View\Grid and Guides\check the box for “Display drawing guides on screen”\click OK. To put extra guides on the slide, see below under “Make a copy and move…” If you can’t see a ruler with centimetre markers at top and left, then click View\Ruler.

· Make a circle and format it – Click on the Oval on the drawing toolbar and draw a circle that’s a nice size. Right click on your circle and choose Format AutoShape. Muck around with it to your heart’s content; finish by making it yellow with a red outline that is dashed and 3 point in weight.

· Move it around – Drag it with the mouse and observe how it goes in jumps of a few millimetres at a time – doesn’t that drive you nuts?
· Move one millimetre at a time – Hold down the Alt key, then drag your circle very slowly. You should have discovered fine motor control. This is extremely handy when moving something precisely and works with all sorts of things (pictures, text boxes etc.)

· Make a copy – Hold down the Ctrl key, then drag your circle again. This makes an exact copy (size formatting etc.) This works with EVERYTHING in every Microsoft program, whether it be a word, paragraph, picture, text box, slide in PowerPoint.

· Make a copy and move your copy one millimetre at a time – Hold down the Ctrl and Alt keys together and drag one of your circles…you should be getting the hang of this and should now have three circles. More importantly, use this trick right now to make copies of your drawing guides. For example, make another 6 vertical guides and 6 horizontal guides at various intervals – these will be used later during poster-making for lining up pictures, text boxes etc.
· Line up your circles – First, let PowerPoint know we are working with all three circles. While holding down the Shift key, click on the first circle, then the second, then the third – it should be obvious that all three have been “selected”. Then click Draw (on the drawing toolbar)\Align or Distribute\Align Top. They should all be aligned horizontally. Now move them one at a time so they are very roughly positioned in a vertical line with a couple of centimetres in between and Align to Left. Play around a bit.

· Distribute your circles evenly – Put them back into horizontal alignment (Align Top) with about 2 cm between circle 1 and 2, and 4 cm between circles 2 and 3. Select all three circles, either with the Shift key (as above) or just by holding down the mouse button and drawing a box around all 3. Click Draw\Align or Distribute \Distribute Horizontally. They should be evenly spaced.

· Use the Format Painter – Change one of your circles to be green with a blue outline (see above). Select that circle. Click the Format Painter button once (it’s the paint brush on the right of cut, copy and paste; if you can’t see it, look for a drop down arrow on the end of your toolbar and click that, then follow the leads). Click on one of the other yellow circles – it should have taken on the format of the green circle (color, lines etc…this also works for text of any type). Now select your remaining yellow circle. DOUBLE CLICK Format Painter. Then click once on a green circle and once on the other one – you could keep going ad nauseum until you turn the Format Painter off with a single click.

· Make a group – Select your three circles again, then click Draw\Group. We have turned our three independent circles into one image. Drag it around a bit. What will happen if you hold Ctrl and drag (try it)? Six circles! You can then line up the two groups etc. You can Ungroup just by selecting your group and then clicking Draw\Ungroup. There is also a Draw\Regroup after you’ve done this. You can group ANYTHING you want – e.g., your three grouped circles and a text box (or a picture), whatever, when you do, they will behave as one.
· Resizing – Select your group of three circles and drag a corner selection dot diagonally outward, this resizes in one dimension. Repeat the exercise, but hold down the Ctrl key first, this resizes evenly in all directions (you can also apply this to a middle selection dot down one of the sides).

· Make a text box and set the default fonts etc. – Your text will go into text boxes of various shapes and sizes. On the drawing toolbar, click Text Box (it looks like a page) and then drag your mouse to make one of appropriate size and type your name in it. You need to be able to select the whole text box for formatting etc., you do this by clicking on the edge of the box (the cursor changes to a four-pointed arrow thing like north/south/east/west). By selecting the box, you can work with all contents at once – e.g., select it, and then click on the Bold icon and then the Italic icon (up the top).
· Set defaults for the text box – Make a text box, choose your font, make the font size 48 and whatever else, and then RIGHT CLICK on the edge and choose Format Text Box. Look familiar? Play around with it, put a fill behind it, put a line around it, whatever. If you want that to become your default every time you make a text box, then check the box on the Colors and Lines tab that says “Default for new objects”.

· And finally – Make a direct copy of your text box (Ctrl and drag), move them bit by bit (Alt), line them up with one another, distribute them, Format Painter them, group them, etc. etc. and you’re ready for the next bit.

Steps

· Plan your poster on a sheet of A4 paper before you start – Be 100% particular about the widths of your columns (equal), the left and right margins, and the gaps between your columns. You will use the drawing guides in PowerPoint to ensure these alignments. Roughly position your graphs, figures, logos, and text.
· Open PowerPoint and get a single blank slide (as above).
· Set the page size – Click File\Page Setup\Slides sized for:\choose Custom\type in Width 84.1 cm\and type in Length 118.9 cm\choose Orientation: portrait

· Turn your guides and ruler on (as above).

· Style guidelines – The biggest error you can make with your poster is to try and cram too much in, so I suggest that you NEVER break the following rules:

· Title – 72

· Author and institution – 32

· Text – 48 (to be honest, I have often used 36, but no lower)

· Tables – 28 to 48

· References (small print at the bottom) - 16

· Stick to standard fonts – This is really important, and not paying attention can stuff everything up after it’s too late to do anything about it (i.e., at the printer). Use Arial or Times New Roman for your text. I recommend Comic Sans MS for the heading (in bold and with shadow, which is up there with Bold, Italic, Underline in PowerPoint). If you use something fancy, and the printer doesn’t have it, then the printer will just substitute the closest match (e.g., like Arial). If this closest match is wider than your font, than a one line heading all of a sudden can become one line plus a single word on the second line that overlaps your authors – nasty!

· Embed your fonts – This will potentially enable you to use any font you like, but I never trust it. I do it routinely anyway out of paranoia, even when using “standard” fonts. Click File\Save As. Somewhere there (e.g., under Tools) you will find Save Options. Click Save Options, and check the box that says “Embed truetype fonts”. In theory, this will save any fancy fonts in your file, so that a computer/printer without them will have them available even if they aren’t installed there.
· Establish your background – This can either be a single color, a pattern, or a digital picture (I’m all about style, not substance, so I use a picture). To use a picture: 1. Open the Microsoft Photo Editor program (it’s usually in "C:\Program Files\Common Files\Microsoft Shared\PhotoEd\PHOTOED.EXE", otherwise search your C drive for “photoed” without the quotes – make a shortcut on your desktop); 2. Click File\Open and then locate your picture; 3. Click Image\Resize\tick Allow distortion and alter the dimensions so that the ratio of height to width is 1.41 (i.e., the same as A0 or A4 paper); 4. Click Image\Balance and change the Contrast, Brightness and Gamma correction until you’re happy that it won’t effect your text/graphics etc.; 5. Click File\Save As and save it as a JPEG at 100% quality (click the “More” button at bottom); 6. In PowerPoint, click Format\Background\the little drop down arrow at the right of the box at the bottom\Fill Effects\Picture tab (4th)\Select Picture\locate the picture file and click Insert then OK\click Apply to All. Whammo! The picture is embedded in the background (you can’t fiddle with it in PowerPoint). If you’re going with a color or pattern, choose these from the appropriate place after the “little drop down arrow” step.

· Set up your guides – Place vertical guides precisely (Alt key, remember) where you want them for your columns of text/pictures. Some people have two columns, some have three, with gaps between them. Whatever you do, make sure they are of equal width (work it out exactly on a piece of A4 paper). Place horizontal guides for your title, authors, top and bottom of text etc. I always leave a vertical and horizontal guide at “zero” – i.e., middle of page. Often you will drag them by mistake – BEWARE – this can stuff up your alignments. Know where they should be, and periodically check them.
· Change the size of what you’re looking at from time to time as needed – Click View\Zoom (or just the down arrow on the little box in the toolbar at the top with a number and % sign) to change the size of what you are viewing. This has no effect on your poster size, but it’s handy sometimes to be looking at the whole poster (choose “Fit”), whereas at other times you might want 33%, 100% or whatever.
· Start adding stuff – Make separate text boxes for your title, authors and first paragraph of text. I usually format then size the box for that first paragraph precisely (above), and then Ctrl-drag to make the next one and so on.

· Inserting pictures – Just click Insert\Picture\From File, to add one picture after another. Size them, align them with text boxes etc. Often they look better with a black border (Right click\Format Picture\Colors and Lines tab etc.). Note that pictures tend to “snap” to your guides and resize to your guides exactly – this is quite handy.
· Inserting graphs and tables – These can be a bit tricky. I recommend getting them 100% right in Excel or Word first (with a background fill if required to distinguish it from your background picture on the poster) and then pasting it into PowerPoint exactly like a picture. To do this, go to Excel or Word, select the graph or table that you want, click Edit\Copy, go back to PowerPoint and click Edit\Paste Special. This should give you the option of treating it as a Picture – use this one, it causes the least grief. Makes it much easier to resize etc. 

· Group things – Once you have a few elements (text box, picture, graph etc.) that are sitting in exactly the right spot relative to one another, then group them (as above) so that you can move them as a group. You can always ungroup them later. It saves you mucking around with the whole lot over and over again.

· Align things – Make sure you align things (e.g., at the tops of columns, pictures with text boxes etc.) horizontally and vertically so they look right.

· Print it on a handout – Click File\Print\Color (or Grayscale...not black and white)\Scale to fit paper. 

· That’s all there is to it really…deceptively simple, isn’t it?
(Acknowledgements to the organisers of the 2004 Tephinet conference for a lot of these tips and tricks).
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