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Clinical Research: More Than Words 

Technology

Art and science are often positioned as opposites, with scientific 
illustration at the intersection. However, visuals contribute 
greatly to scientific communication, allowing complex ideas 
or theories to be presented clearly and in an accessible way. 
Whether it’s a flyer in the doctor’s office, a poster at a conference 
or a research paper – the communication of clinical studies 
research requires more than just words.
 

For many years, researchers have used both text and images to 
communicate their findings. Perhaps the earliest documentation 
of scientific drawing comes from fifteen thousand years ago, in 
the form of a cave drawing of a mammoth with a smudge over its 
heart. It has been hypothesized that this was to help guide early 
hunters to where the mammoth’s heart was located for when 
hunting.

Greek physician Herophilus later pioneered illustration as a 
technical tool, as he dissected and drew his subjects to gain a better 
understanding of human anatomy. In the 16th Century, Leonardo 
Da Vinci illustrated the human heart, to show that it had four 
chambers and to communicate this observation on how the aortic 
valve opens and closes, so blood can only flow in one direction. 
Fast forward to today and visuals have become fundamental to 
the communication of clinical research, both peer-to-peer, in 
education and with the wider public. So why is that, and what is 
best practice when doing so?

As humans, we are visual by nature. The human brain processes 
images 60,000 times faster than text, and 90 per cent of information 
transmitted to the brain is visual. Visuals provide a way of breaking 

down medical phenomena in a way that allows us to enhance data 
processing and organisational effectiveness.

Communicating With Researchers
In clinical research papers, illustrations and infographics can simplify 
highly complex systems to make concepts easier to grasp. One option, 
which is growing in popularity, is visual abstracts. Often a single 
image, these help readers gain an overview of a research article in just 
a few minutes and usually contains the overall idea of experimental 
design, hypothesis and an indication of results. 

Visual abstracts enable fast screening of the information, while 
also stimulating further exploration of the research. According to 
a famous study published in The Economist “Graphic Details: the 
importance of diagrams to science”, having an infographic as a visual 
element in a paper increases citations by 120 per cent.

There are three main styles of visual abstract: diagram style (often 
used when molecular structures are involved), infographic style 
(preferred when you have images with high visual impact that need to 
be incorporated with text), and comic type (useful for communicating 
in magazines). The Cell Press Graphical Abstract Guidelines include 
examples of different styles of visual abstracts and gives insight into 
how to improve them.

Conference Posters
During conferences or other scientific gatherings, researchers are 
frequently granted the opportunity to share their clinical knowledge 
in the form of a presentation or a poster. Poster presentations enable 
direct interaction between the clinical researcher and the conference 
participant, acting as a springboard for discussion, and they are a 
good tool for networking. The best posters at research symposiums 
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are often awarded prizes or other accolades, based both on their 
content and visual appeal.

Poster requirements may differ from conference to conference, 
so ensure you check the layout before you begin. However, there are 
poster templates available online that can act as a strong starting 
point. 

Presentations
Often, giving an interesting an informative presentation is easier 
said than done, but visual content can help this process significantly. 
Using images might seem like the go-to option, but good shots that 
explain medical procedures and scientific detail are hard to come by. 
When illustrating harsh procedures like surgeries, choosing images 
that are graphic can even compromise the audience’s recollection. 
Several psychological studies have shown that trauma and shock 
can negatively impact memory, so seeing real images with lots of 
blood and sectioned bodies could confuse the audience. In these 
instances, illustrations or infographics can provide a compelling 
alternative.

Communicating With Patients
Medical technology is a complex phenomenon, every device and 
piece of technology has its own features, benefits and technical 
information that relevant audiences must process. For example, if 
manufacturers are releasing a new tongue depressor or insulin pump, 
effective marketing to patients is a must. 

Any information about medical technology is naturally complex 
to an untrained audience, so manufacturers can use images to 
help patients understand quickly and easily. For example, visual 
instructions of how to operate a glucose monitor patch is far easier to 
understand than text-based instructions. 

Medical technology manufacturers can use images and visuals 
in multiple ways to inform consumers and persuade them that their 
product is the most effective solution on the market. Infographics are 
powerful digital tools that provide patients, healthcare professionals 
and other readers with the knowledge they need to understand a 
specific technology’s features, wider industry trends and different 
conditions and procedures.
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Consider this example. A manufacturer begins marketing a newly 
approved line of syringes designed for intravenous therapy purposes 
and is reaching out to local healthcare facilities and patients. When 
supplying a batch, the manufacturer could attach an infographic to the 
standard product guide, featuring the various features and injection 
techniques. By presenting this information as images, manufacturers 
can better engage with their audience and enhance understanding.   

Creating Imagery for Use in Clinical Science
It can be a challenge to create an accurate, visually appealing graphic, 
especially when the subject matter is highly complex. One important 
early consideration is the color palette. Research has indicated that 
colors evoke varying emotions. For example, blue evokes trust, and 
red suggests urgency – as indicated by traffic lights and warning signs. 
Therefore, red encourages readers to stop and take in the message 
being presented to them. The most prominent colors can therefore be 
chosen based on the theme of the research, using color theory to help 
influence the audience’s reaction.

When planning the aesthetics of a design, color combinations with 
contrast work well. This can be opposing hues on the color wheel, or 
two contrasting shades of the same hue. Something to avoid is using 
too many distinct colors, which can clutter the image; try to strike a 
balance between realism and visual aesthetics.

Importantly, color has an impact on readability. A light and clean 
colored background can improve the visibility of the text, particularly 
if it is black. In addition, an untextured, plain background can help 
draw attention to the written information. Remember to make the 
most of white space; while it can be tempting to fill the space with as 
much information as possible, this can make it more difficult to read.

In addition, it is important to keep the text used to the minimum 
needed to communicate your key points. It’s also recommended 
to pick a clear and consistent font – nothing that distracts from 

the information. Some popular options in science include Arial, 
Baskerville, Helvetica, Georgia, Garamond, Caslon and Times New 
Roman. Headings should be written in sans serif font and made big 
enough so the reader can make them out. Serif fonts are best for body 
text as they are easier to read when printed, and bold and italics are 
helpful design choices to draw attention to key points.

One recommendation is a to create trial print before making 
any final decisions. By printing your design in the format it will be 
presented in, you can see how it will look when you submit your 
paper or present your poster. Check it carefully for errors, unusual 
symbols and fonts, and ensure that the placement of the figures is 
correct. Having someone else to proofread it can help. They can spot 
mistakes you may have missed, as well as check it against the journal- 
or conference-specific requirements.

In scientific communication, art and science go hand in hand. 
By learning the basics of color theory and graphic design, clinical 
researchers and educators can better illustrate their points, and make 
a lasting impact on their audiences.


