
Graphical Abstracts
The good, the bad and the ugly
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Why care about figures?

Do you know how many papers 
there are! 

Do you know how many papers there are?!



Purpose of a graphical abstract

What do you think? 

Get into groups of three 
and come up with a few 
ways you have found 
table-of-contents figures 
helpful.

Why should you spend time on graphical abstracts?



Purpose of a graphical abstract

To communicate the 
main idea of the paper

To grab researchers’ 
attention 

To provide eye candy

For press releases, social 
media etc.

For presentations you 
give

For your funding 
agencies

Not just the prettiest 
picture from the paper

“A Graphical Abstract should allow readers to quickly 
gain an understanding of the main take-home message 
of the paper and is intended to encourage browsing, 
promote interdisciplinary scholarship, and help readers 
identify more quickly which papers are most relevant 
to their research interests.” ELSEVIER

Why should you spend time on graphical abstracts?



Purpose of a graphical abstract

How do people scan through research papers?



Purpose of a graphical abstract

“One of the main aims of a 
graphical abstract is to distil 
the take-home message of 
an article into an image that 
is not too cluttered, 
somewhat eye-catching, 
and relatively simple to 
interpret — graphical 
abstracts should not be 
abstract art... It could be 
argued that any graphical 
abstract that makes us sit up 
and take notice has served 
its purpose, but that's only 
really the case if it makes us 
want to read the paper it is 
advertising.” 

Nature Chemistry

Technical - informative Abstract - eye candy

Technical or abstract?



technical                vs                     abstract 



Who is your audience?

Curse of the expert.

Try to avoid graphs that 
are difficult for the 
non-expert to understand.

Think about explaining it 
to someone intelligent but 
in a different field.

Public Academics

Who do you want to communicate your research to?



What is the story?

Decide what one message 
you want to tell from 
your paper

Trade vague with 
concrete analogies

Sketch out ideas with 
pencil and paper

Try out the ideas on the 
computer

Simplify by removing or 
grouping

Remove anything that is 
not central to the message

How can you graphically tell a story?



Cover art to TOC



Cover art to TOC



Style advice - Keep it simple



Let’s talk details

Vectors or raster

Raster needs to be >300 
dpi

Fonts 

Keep it simple

Arial, Times, Courier 

Check the size

Little things make the difference



Let’s talk details

Think about the aspect ratio and how it will be viewed



Let’s talk details

Considered 54 graphical 
abstracts

Choose a layout that 
allows you to tell the 
main message effectively

Alignment is crucial for 
each layout

Graphical components and layouts

35% 5.5% 18.5% 29.6% 37% 16.6% 7.4% 14.4%

53.7% 7.4% 72.2% 9.3%

14.8% 79.6% 20.4% 68.5% 5.6%

13% 13% 68.5% 20.4% 24.1% 53.7%



Let’s talk details

Less is more when it 
comes to colour. 

Make use of a colour 
palette from online

Think about colour 
blindness

Colours

https://colorhunt.co/
https://colorhunt.co/


Software

Powerpoint

Pros

● Low barrier to entry
● Coauthors can edit
● Transfer to 

presentations

Cons

● Alignment can be 
difficult

● Limited illustration
● Resolution can be 

low

Inkscape

Pros

● Vector drawing
● Can edit pdfs and 

figures directly
● Free and open
● Rendering at 

different resolutions

Cons

● Hard for people to 
collaborate

● Learning curve
● Sometimes unstable 

(save a lot)

Illustrator - vector

Blender - 3D graphics

POV-ray - 3D graphics

VMD - molecules

Avogadro - molecules

Marvinsketch - molecules

Chemdraw - molecules

Software to make graphical abstracts



MS Paint

Powerpoint

ChemdrawInkscape

Adobe Illustrator

Corel draw



Style advice

Take pictures of the 
experimental 
setup/sample as you go

Make your own 
schematics

Use pictures from Google 
images (check rights)

Type ‘free stock photos’ 
into Google search

Ruined by clip art



Style advice - Keep it simple

Limit yourself to four elements



Style advice - Avoid the gimmick



Style advice - Think about misinterpretation

Ask someone from outside your group about the image



Style advice - Think about misinterpretation



Style advice - Good examples

Striking graphical abstracts



Style advice - No shame in asking for help

Get a friend

- Paper for Raman on 
a disc

Get a professional

- Alexei’s paper

Get a professional in

http://pubs.rsc.org/en/content/articlehtml/2016/gc/c6gc02482c


Me vs professional



Me vs professional



Activity time

1. Get into groups of 
three

2. Find out the person 
in your group who is 
closest to publishing 
a paper

3. Have the person 
explain the main 
findings of the paper 
briefly

4. Brainstorm some 
graphical abstracts.

5. After 10 mins we will 
do show and tell

Come up with a graphical abstract



Why do graphical abstracts?

“The huge and unique opportunity a graphical 
abstract offers to authors is the possibility to drive 
traffic to their research. It is more than a summary of 
research. Authors should envision it as the marketing 
message, the advertisement of their work.” Luk Cox 

Opportunity to communicate  your research

Pferschy-Wenzig et al. in 
molecules opensource 
looking at GA found no 
correlation with pdf 
downloads and total 
citations

Visual abstract templates 
for annals of surgery 
increased click-throughs 
three-fold

Tweet your paper, post it 
on Facebook, write a blog 
about it, email the 
graphical abstract, use it 
in your presentations.

https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.ismte.org/resource/resmgr/EON_Shared_Articles/Are_Graphical_Abstracts_Chan.pdf
http://www.mdpi.com/1420-3049/21/9/1247
http://www.mdpi.com/1420-3049/21/9/1247
http://www.mdpi.com/1420-3049/21/9/1247
http://www.mdpi.com/1420-3049/21/9/1247
http://www.mdpi.com/1420-3049/21/9/1247
http://www.mdpi.com/1420-3049/21/9/1247
https://journals.lww.com/annalsofsurgery/Citation/2017/12000/Visual_Abstracts_to_Disseminate_Research_on_Social.36.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/annalsofsurgery/Citation/2017/12000/Visual_Abstracts_to_Disseminate_Research_on_Social.36.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/annalsofsurgery/Citation/2017/12000/Visual_Abstracts_to_Disseminate_Research_on_Social.36.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/annalsofsurgery/Citation/2017/12000/Visual_Abstracts_to_Disseminate_Research_on_Social.36.aspx


Where to next?

MIT has a free online 
course on making science 
pictures that I highly 
recommend.

Video course on Inkscape

http://www.illuscientia.co
m/resources/graphical-ab
stract/

http://www.storybench.or
g/how-scientific-america
n-makes-its-infographics/ 

https://www.nature.com/a
rticles/nchem.1109

https://www.wired.com/2
011/02/are-graphical-abst
racts-a-good-idea/

http://tocrofl.tumblr.com
/

https://www.seyens.com/
create-effective-graphical
-abstract-guide/ 

Links, courses and interesting things to look out for

Videos, blog, animated 
abstracts

https://ocw.mit.edu/resources/res-10-001-making-science-and-engineering-pictures-a-practical-guide-to-presenting-your-work-spring-2016/
https://ocw.mit.edu/resources/res-10-001-making-science-and-engineering-pictures-a-practical-guide-to-presenting-your-work-spring-2016/
https://ocw.mit.edu/resources/res-10-001-making-science-and-engineering-pictures-a-practical-guide-to-presenting-your-work-spring-2016/
https://ocw.mit.edu/resources/res-10-001-making-science-and-engineering-pictures-a-practical-guide-to-presenting-your-work-spring-2016/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eyqH0IrzYLc&t=106s
http://www.illuscientia.com/resources/graphical-abstract/
http://www.illuscientia.com/resources/graphical-abstract/
http://www.illuscientia.com/resources/graphical-abstract/
http://www.storybench.org/how-scientific-american-makes-its-infographics/
http://www.storybench.org/how-scientific-american-makes-its-infographics/
http://www.storybench.org/how-scientific-american-makes-its-infographics/
https://www.nature.com/articles/nchem.1109
https://www.nature.com/articles/nchem.1109
https://www.wired.com/2011/02/are-graphical-abstracts-a-good-idea/
https://www.wired.com/2011/02/are-graphical-abstracts-a-good-idea/
https://www.wired.com/2011/02/are-graphical-abstracts-a-good-idea/
http://tocrofl.tumblr.com/
http://tocrofl.tumblr.com/
https://www.seyens.com/create-effective-graphical-abstract-guide/
https://www.seyens.com/create-effective-graphical-abstract-guide/
https://www.seyens.com/create-effective-graphical-abstract-guide/


Thanks for listening! 


