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A good visual 

communicates your science 

clearly, ethically 

& effectively
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Learning Objectives
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Why Visuals matter?

human cognition is strongly adapted to visual information
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Why Visuals matter in Scientific Communications?

First impression dictates the REVIEW! 

1. First elements examined by editors and 
reviewers.

2. Communicate complex findings more rapidly 
than text.

3. Clarifyies the MESSAGE, not a mere decoration!

4. Poor designs obscure valid findings à weaken a 
manuscript!
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Anatomy of FIRST impression

Question to ASK:

Can the main finding of the study be understood from the figure 
within a few seconds?

Accurate, clear, necessary, self-explanatory
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Choosing the right visual format: The Presentation Triad
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Principles of Effective Figure Design
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Signal over NOISE: Extracting the Message 
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Signal over NOISE: Extracting the Message 
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Tips
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• Use a logical multi-panel sequence
• Label each panel clearly
• Explain the chronology
• Highlight key findings: Arrows/ circles
• Use a self-contained legend: figure 

can be understood without referring 
extensively to the main text.

• Maintain consistent orientation & size
• Crop to the relevant anatomical area
• Protect patient confidentialit
• Use consistent annotations/ Avoid 

over-annotation
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Tips 

• Keep axis labels and units explicit
• Use consistent scales where 

comparison is intended
• Show the underlying data
• Match the plot to the data
• Highlight the main analytical 

conclusion
• Report statistical evidence directly 

on the figure
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Too Many Visuals?

Don’t WORRY!

You have
Supplementary Materials 
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Graphical Abstract

• Purpose: Improve visibility, comprehension and dissemination of research.
• Central message: Focus on one key finding or take-home message.
• Visual pathway: Present a clear flow, such as Background → Methods → Key result → 

Implication.
• Text–graphic balance: Use short labels and meaningful visuals rather than dense 

paragraphs.
• Simplicity: Exclude secondary findings, excessive statistics and unnecessary decoration.
• Digital adaptation: Ensure readability on journal websites, mobile devices and social 

media platforms.
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Graphical Abstract

Single visual summary of the study’s main message
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Software & Practical tools
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Technical requirements for journal submission

• Raster/Bitmap versus Vector graphics
• Appropriate formats such as TIFF, JPEG, EPS, PDF and SVG
• Resolution requirements:

• approximately 300 dpi for colour and greyscale images
• approximately 1,000–1,200 dpi for line art

• Figure dimensions and column widths
• Font embedding and line thickness
• RGB versus CMYK colour modes

• RGB à electronic publications
• CMYK à printed publications

• Checking individual journal instructions before submission
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Basic Tools at Hand
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Basic Tools at Hand
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Basic Tools at Hand
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AI-generated images and illustrations

Permitted with disclosure
• Explanatory images

• Flow charts, decision trees, timelines, conceptual schematics and workflow diagrams
• Must be reviewed for scientific accuracy
• Disclose the tool, version and how it was used in the figure caption and article AI statement

• Data visualisations
• Permitted only when directly and faithfully generated from the underlying dataset
• Must use reproducible analytical or statistical methods
• Report the tool, version and developer in the Methods section
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AI-generated images and illustrations

Generally not permitted
• Primary research images

• AI must not create, alter or enhance microscopy, histology, radiology, western blots, patient images or 
other evidential images

• Routine adjustments should use established image-processing software and remain scientifically faithful

• Graphical abstracts
• Elsevier does not permit general-purpose generative AI image tools for graphical abstracts
• Dedicated scientific illustration tools with clear licensing are preferred
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How to Prompt Efficiently?

Create a [type of image] for [purpose], 
showing [main content], in a [style] style, with [layout], 

using [colour palette], 
ensuring [scientific constraints], 

in [format/aspect ratio], 
& 

avoiding [undesired elements].
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Hands on Practice 

Glycogen molecule
↓ muscle glycogen phosphorylase (cytosol)
Removal of end α-1,4 glycosidic bonds in the glycogen polymer 
↓ debranching enzyme 
resolves branch points of the glycogen molecule
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Ethical & Publication-integrity

• Image manipulation
• Selective presentation or omission of data
• Reusing previously published figures without crediting
• Copyright and permission requirements
• Proper attribution of adapted figures
• Non-disclosure of software-assisted and AI-generated illustrations
• Fabricated images or unsupported visual reconstructions
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Pre-submission quality checklist
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Publication success 
depends not on making visuals 

more decorative
but by

making Scientific Evidence more 
Transparent
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