
Exactly two tips on 
slide/figure design





1. Your figures/data/diagrams



What do you see?
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https://twitter.com/joshuasweitz/status/1237791797218177026/photo/1
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What do you see?
N

atG
eo

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/graphic-see-why-small-groups-are-safer-during-covid-19-coronavirus-pandemic
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Complex experiments can be explained with diagrams

Van den Berg et al., 2018

https://doi.org/10.1128/mmbr.00008-18
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Even theory-heavy papers can have nice diagrams

Abreu et al., 2019

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-09925-0
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What do you see?

Yanni et al., 2019

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0960982219303963


How do you achieve good figures?

Draft/think/thinker!
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Method in action 1

Draft/think/thinker! Implement
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Method in action 2

Draft/think/thinker!
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Which tools to use?

Mastering effort

Re
w
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Adobe Illustrator

Affinity Designer

Blender

Maya

Power Point

Biorender

Inkscape
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2. What’s your story?



Ask yourself

• Why is this important?
• What’s the gap in the knowledge?
• What did you do/plan to fill the gap?
• What are the implications of your results/proposal?
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Life is organized hierarchically

Wimsatt (1978)

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/levels-org-biology/


How did single-cells become multicellular organisms?

Wimsatt (1978)

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/levels-org-biology/


Transition to multicellularity
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How do you achieve this?



Caterpillar method
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https://www.nature.com/articles/37253
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Caterpillars fill specific passages of your story

vice.com

https://www.vice.com/en/article/qkq395/caterpillars-conga-line-wtf


In short: you’re fighting the entropy of information



It’s your job to organize it into a story



It’s your job to organize it into a story



Big picture context
(Madagascar)

Zoom in on specific 
topic of paper

Identify gap in the 
Knowledge

Say what you did

Say how your results 
fill the gap in the 
knowledge, and how 
this impacts the way 
we think about the big 
picture topic.

Abstract

Cover letter

Whole paper
Introduction

First PP big picture context 
Then zoom in on topic. Say what is known on this 

topic, and what the gap is (2-4 PPs). If you have room, 
explain why this gap persists and how your research 

circumvents this gap.
Say what you did (last PP)

Results
Say what you did. The story should be understandable 
from the figures, so make them first and use them to 

lay out the progression.

Discussion
Reprise big picture context for paper (first few 

sentences of first PP)
Restate major results (second part of first PP)

Explain how your results fit in with the broader 
literature. How do your results change the way we 
think about the knowledge gap, big picture topic, 

and/or methods? What are key next steps? 
Limitations? End with a clear restatement of how this 
work changes the way we think about the big picture 

topic.

Methods
Easy-say what you did.


