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Document history
The original version of this document was assembled from speaking notes for a series of “lunchtime
learning” seminars in the mid-1990s. It was made into a more formal document and slightly updated in
2000, and again in about 2007. It was updated for new technology and some graphics were updated in
2014 and in 2019. Changes in later updates have generally been only to keep up with changing technology; basic advice on how to speak to a group seems fairly constant over time.
This document is entirely personal opinion formed through experience – in the audience and on the
stage. It is not now, nor has it ever been, the policy of any department or organization in which I happened to be working. Although I have often wished it were.

Introduction
Why I wrote this
The origin of these notes is simple: years of mixed reviews of presentations I attended or gave – sometimes excellent, sometimes awful, most often in between. Bad presentations often weren’t entirely bad
but rather were good slides badly presented, or a good story ruined by bad slides, or a good package
marred by poor preparation. Presentations are fragile – getting one aspect wrong can ruin the whole
experience.
I formed the habit of keeping notes in presentations, both
good and bad. Why was that a great presentation? What
did the presenter do that made it so effective? Why was
this one so dull? What did the presenter do, or not do, that
made it so bad? Was it what they said, or how they said it,
or the slides?
I gradually wrote a set of notes to myself to learn from the
good and the bad – “don’t ever do this”, “remember to
always do that”1. These notes later became the basis for
a set of “lunchtime learning” talks I gave to a professional development group in the 1990s. Just about everyone hated something I proposed, but most people
found at least a few ideas they could use to improve their own presentations.
Every error discussed in this document is something I have experienced – or committed – in a real presentation, most of them more than once. The illustrations, however, are artificial.

1

It’s interesting that most of my notes are reminders of things not to do. Why is that? Are lasting
memories of presentations shaped most by what the presenter did badly? Note to self: I don’t want to
be remembered for what I did badly.
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Is this important?
I’ve had technical staff ask me if this is really so important – worth writing a document about and worth
reading. After all, they were hired to write software, not to make speeches. I tell them:
Yes it is.
If you want to advance in seniority, especially into management and then to more senior management, you will need good presentation skills. Sorry, you are not going to be promoted into senior
management based on your computer programming or engineering skills. A large and growing
part of your job will be communicating ideas and soliciting agreement from audiences. (It’s also
true that good presentation skills are similar to the skills needed to succeed at job , and so can
help you achieve those advances.)
But even if you aren’t interested in management, if you just want to be recognized as more and
more expert in your field, you will benefit greatly from presentation skills. If you want to be a senior-level specialist, that comes with an obligation to communicate, coach, and mentor.
Dr. Patrick Henry Winston is a professor of Computer Science and the head of the Artificial Intelligence
lab at MIT. That’s about as technical as it gets. In his lecture series, How to Speak, he says,
“Your careers will be determined largely by how well you speak, by how well you write, and by
the quality of your ideas. . . in that order”.2
That sums it up nicely.

Structure of these guidelines
These guidelines are a set of thoughts that have been collecting for a long time. To bring some kind of
structure to them, I present them here in increasing order of technical detail.
We start with general comments about speaking in front of an audience that would apply to any speech,
with or without audio-visual support; then move into general advice about slides, applicable to any slideshow software or even to hand-drawn slides; and finally delve into more detail specifically about Microsoft PowerPoint.
I’ve tried to make the suggestions here largely independent of one another, so even if you disagree with
some of the points, others may still apply. Take what you need and leave the rest.

2

How To Speak. Patrick Henry Winston. http://people.csail.mit.edu/phw/ . YouTube: http://youtu.be/
LnpP2Vb0loY.
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Speaking
In this first section we’ll talk about what you do when giving a presentation: where you stand, what you
say, what you look at, and some general advice on how to configure and use the various support systems
in the room. Although you probably have some kind of visual on a screen behind you, this section isn’t
about the slides, it’s about you.

It’s all about you. And them.
A presentation is a live event
When we say, “making a presentation”, we mean you
are standing in front of a group, talking to them for some
purpose. That’s not the only way they could have received
this information; it could have been emailed to them, or
they could have read a book or informed themselves using
online resources. There is a reason that you are standing,
live, in front of them, speaking. That reason is you.
A presentation is about you interacting with your audience. A presentation is not a document. Your slides
shouldn’t look like a document, and your presentation
shouldn’t consist of, or sound like, reading from a document. Whatever the subject of your presentation,
there is a reason it is being presented by a live human to a group of live humans, and it’s important that
you know that reason, and that you keep it in your mind while crafting and delivering it.
A good way to start is to define a simple purpose for the presentation you are giving. And let’s take
“simple” to mean one word if possible, a few words if necessary. For example, the purpose of a given
presentation might be to
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●

Inform
Explain
Persuade
Motivate
Decide
Recommend
Command
Apologize
Provoke
Entertain

It’s a useful exercise to think this through and define the simple purpose for any presentation you’re
making, before you spend any time on the content. After all, if you can’t simply express why you are
addressing this group, how can you assure your presentation is successful?

© 2019
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We’ll talk some more, shortly, about ensuring that the content of your presentation, both the overall
structure and flow and the details of each slide, support your purpose. First, however, let’s discuss another important question, namely, to whom are you speaking?

Know your audience
Note that all of those one-word purposes above are things that are done to someone. Before you craft the
content of your presentation and practice the delivery, you need to know who you are addressing. Especially, who in the audience is the target of your stated purpose? Inform who? Explain to whom? Persuade
who?
You might argue, “that’s not fair; I won’t know who is in the audience until I’m standing in front of
them”. That’s possible, and if you have to design a presentation for an unknown audience, that, in itself,
is useful information. But, in fact, that’s uncommon. It’s usually possible to learn a little about the audience if you take the time to check. Ask the person who invited you, or look up the organization or the
event on their web site, or ask a member of the committee, or someone who has presented to that group
before. If it’s a recurring event, attend a meeting before the one at which you are scheduled to present.
Learn what you can about the audience and you will design a better presentation.
We’re not talking about knowing the names of the individual audience members and their children, but
about the general characteristics of the group to whom you will be speaking. See if you can find out:
Size of group

Precise numbers aren’t important, but are you speaking to 4 people, 40, or
400? A large group might call for a formal podium and projected slides,
while a small group might call for a more intimate setting, such as joining
them at a table and using handouts.

Seating style

A large group seated theatrestyle calls for a “front of the
auditorium” presentation, but if
you are speaking to a luncheon
seated at round tables, you
might prefer to walk among
them. A room with people
seated at round dinner tables
has no “front” and if you stand
in any single location, you will
be forcing half of the people to
turn around, away from their meals, to look at you. If your presentation was
the point of the gathering, that may be OK. But if you are just light entertainment to accompany lunch, it may be appropriate to be less intrusive.

Page 4 of 83
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Level of complexity, so- Try to find out whether the group is expecting and accustomed to a complex
phistication or formality technical presentation, or is expecting something more generalized. Are they
highly formal, expecting carefully-worded sentences delivered according to
a strict protocol, or should you be informal, casual, and conversational?
Age or age groups

Children, youths, or adults? And, among adults, is it a mix of ages or largely
one age group? You can make historical cultural references only if the important people in your audience are from the right period to get them. Don’t
make an Alf reference to persons born in the 1990s – they won’t get it.

Levels of education

If you are speaking to a highly educated audience vs. a less-educated one,
it may affect your use of sophisticated language, academic references, or
analytic techniques.
What should you assume the audience already knows? You can assume
that professional teachers understand both teaching theory and the material
they teach, that the financial review board understands finance, and that the
Information Technology group doesn’t need a primer on the Internet3. But if
you don’t know the audience’s education and background and are giving a
popular physics presentation, you’ll need to keep it simple, or include some
background material, or both.

And, most important,
What do they care
about?

3

To have a successful presentation, you need to speak about
things the audience cares about,
not things they don’t care
about. A given subject should
be presented in different ways
depending on the audience. A
presentation on a new computer
system can be very technical to
a group of engineers, but it
should focus on costs and
savings for a group of accountants, and on productivity improvements or
other benefits for a group of senior executives.

It’s shocking how often I have seen a sales person make a presentation to the Information Technology group in an organization, and think they need to start with “what is a computer?” or “what is
the Internet?”. It’s a waste of everyone’s time and insulting to the audience.

© 2019
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Why should they care
about what you care
about?

Sometimes, especially if your presentation is of the persuade variety, the
audience may not yet care about your topic. Perhaps your objective is to
persuade them to care. In this case, your presentation will have to explain
why they should care – it’s not enough to talk about something that you care
about and assume that your interest will make them care. You need to show
them why they should.
For example, you may be passionate about the environment. But just telling
a senior board about your passion may not convince them to change policy.
You need to tell them why they should care: employee morale, public image,
long-term cost savings, regulatory compliance, etc.

What’s the best way to
accomplish your purpose with this group of
people?

In summary, you need a plan for the best way to accomplish your purpose
(persuade, inform, entertain, etc.) for this specific group of people. One plan
does not fit every purpose, or every audience.
This is one of the hardest things for technical presenters to grasp. No doubt
you are presenting a topic that you find interesting, or an argument for something you think is obviously the right thing to do. The beauty of your data
and the correctness of your proof will not convince most audiences. You
need to explain it to them.

As an extra challenge, you may learn that you will be addressing a mixed group: adults and children, or
senior executives and junior staff, or management and unionized workers.
In this case, does your objective apply to all of them or just some? Are you trying to entertain the parents, the children, or both? Persuade the executives or the union? There are no right or wrong answers to
these questions, but they can help you organize the content of your presentation for maximum effect.
For example,
●● If your purpose is “entertain” (perhaps you are to make a light-hearted keynote speech during a
luncheon) and you learn that the group will be a 50-50 mix of adults and children, you might decide to focus on entertaining the children. Having entertained children will please the adults. On the
other hand, speaking to the adults may leave the children bored, and they may become disruptive, in
which case no one will be entertained; or
●● If you’re trying to persuade a mixed group to take some action, address your remarks to the decision
makers; but
●● If you’re trying to create a “grass roots” movement to generate some sort of action, address your
remarks to the grass roots, and let them, later, address the executives.

Page 6 of 83
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Use the right voice, and direct it at the audience
Since we’ve acknowledged that a presentation is a live interaction between you and your audience, there
are some basic principles that will help establish and maintain that relationship. These are some of the
most basic and fundamental things you can do to make a presentation better.

Speak to the audience, not to the slides.
An unfortunate phrase has crept into the speaker’s vocabulary. You’ll hear people say “I’ll talk to the slides” when
they mean “I’ll give the verbal remarks that go with these
slides”. Unfortunately, they often then do talk to the slides
– they face the screen, turning their back to the audience,
and read what the slides say.
●● Remove the phrase “talk to the slides” from your vocabulary, and don’t do it.
●● Face the audience, not the screen. Glance at the slides
if you need to, e.g. to ensure something is working
or that you’re in sync, but do it quickly and rarely.
If possible try to have a screen in front of you, or in the back of the room, that you can use for this
purpose.
●● Don’t use your slides to remind you what to say next – if you need that kind of help, have notes in
front of you.
●● Keep your eyes up, with your gaze out over the audience (not down at your notes), and move your
eyes around. Make eye contact with multiple audience members. Or pretend you are doing so – look
around and make little nods and gestures as though various people were responding to you. No one
will know whether they really are.
●● If you are on camera – recording a video for later, or addressing an audience over a video conference – the audience is in the camera. Looking directly at the centre of the camera lens will give
persons who are viewing the video the feeling you are looking at them.
●● If you are addressing a live audience and are on camera, then include the centre of the camera lens
as one of the points you pause and make eye contact with as you sweep your eyes around the room.

© 2019
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Speak about the topic, not about the slides.
Another of the problems with slides is that it is easy to fall
into the trap of talking about the slides instead of talking
about your topic.
Instead of
“This slide lists 5 advantages of this approach.”
Say
“There are several advantages to the approach
we’re proposing.”
In the first example you’re telling the audience what the slide says. They can see that, and what you are
saying is redundant. In the second, you’re telling them what is good about your proposal. Since the slide
also lists the advantages, then they are receiving the message that there are advantages twice – once from
you and again from the slide.

Speak to the audience, not about the audience.
If the presentation is about members of the audience, speak to them, not about them. This means using
active, not passive, voice in your phrasing.
For example, if you are instructing a group on how to use a new software program, to tell them how to
invoke the help system, you could say
“To invoke the Help system, the user should click on the button labeled Help.”
Or you could say
“To invoke the Help system, click the Help button.”
The first is talking about the user, which is insulting if they are sitting right in front of you. The second
is talking to the user, making a more personal connection.4
Using the active voice is generally a good habit, in both presentations and writing, and substantially improves your engagement with the audience. However, because it is more personal, it may not be appropriate in all contexts.
●● If your presentation is not about the audience, don’t contrive it. When presenting the annual financial results to a board of directors, it’s OK to say “revenue this year was…”, not “your revenue this
year was…”.
4

This document is written in the active voice: I’m saying “you should do xxx”, not “the presenter
should do xxx” or, worse, “it is recommended that the presenter should do xxx”.
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●● When presenting the results of scholarly research it is common to use the passive voice so the presenter seems detached from the results being presented. (“These data suggested that…” instead of
“This made me think that…”)

Include yourself in the audience.
In certain contexts it can further strengthen the connection between you and your audience if you use
words such as “we”, “us”, and “let’s” to include yourself in the group being described.
For example, imagine we’re looking at a screen from a data analysis program and teaching people how
to use it.5 From least to most personal, you could say:
“To proceed with the calculation, the user should click the “Analyse” button to start the
process”; or

(Passive)

“To proceed with the calculation click the Analyse button to start the process”; or

(Active)

“Now that we’re ready to proceed with the calculation, let’s click the Analyse button to
start the process.”

(Inclusive)

By saying we’re and let’s in the last example, you have included yourself among the users and among
the audience. The connection is stronger and more personal.

Don’t read
If I could only give one piece of advice to a presenter it would be this: Don’t read. Don’t read the slides.
Don’t read a script. Don’t read anything.

Don’t read the slides
Don’t read the slides to the audience. Aside from the fact that you will be facing the slides and not the
audience, it’s annoying (are you implying I can’t read?) and it’s redundant (if all that’s needed is to read
those words, you could have sent me a document).
Of course, it’s also important to stress that your slides shouldn’t need reading. They should contain brief
concept points or visuals, not paragraphs, or even sentences. More on that later.
Finally, it’s important to understand what happens if you read the contents of your slides to your audience. What doesn’t happen is being listened to.
●● Most people pay more attention to visual than to auditory input. So if your slide is complex enough
that it merits being read out loud, the audience’s attention is probably on the slide, not on what you
5

Note how saying “we’re looking at a screen” instead of “you’re looking at a screen” included me in
the audience – this simple word selection sends the message that you, the reader, and I, the author,
are part of the same group.
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are saying. They are reading the slide too.
●● But, most people can read faster than you are speaking. So they read ahead and finish the slide while
you are reading it out loud. Now you are reading out loud something they have already read, so
their attention will wander. You’ve lost them. If you have provided handouts, they’ll look ahead at
the next slide (so you’ve lost them on that slide before you even begin it), or they’ll look at their cell
phones. They’re not listening to you.

Don’t read verbatim from a script
Even if you do the above well, and have remarks different
from what’s on the slide, don’t write your remarks down
and then read them verbatim.
If you are reading verbatim from a script, you are looking at the script and not at the audience, and you are not
making a personal connection. It’s annoying for the audience. You could have mailed me the script and the slides
and saved us all some time. Or do you think I can’t read?
Maybe you don’t trust me to read it?
James A. Winans, then chair of Cornell’s Department of Oratory and Debate, summed this up nicely
when he wrote, “A speech is not merely an essay standing on its hind legs.” 6
There are, of course, exceptions. It may be appropriate to read parts of your presentation material verbatim from a script in cases such as:
●● When legal precision is required, such as quoting from a legal finding, act, policy, or other document where precise wording is important and where it needs to be evident that you are not paraphrasing; or
●● As a rhetorical device, such as quoting a relevant piece of literature, or a relevant saying from a
historical figure or other noteworthy person.

What’s even worse?
Is there anything worse than reading verbatim from your slides or from a script? Yes, you can make it
worse.
●● Reading verbatim, then looking up to make eye contact with the audience, losing your place in the
script, then having to insert an unnatural pause while you quietly search the page for the next line.
●● Reading verbatim and getting it wrong; or
6

Winans, James A. and Hudson, Hoyt H. A First Course in Public Speaking, with Debating and Oral
Reading. Century, 1931.
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●● Reading, verbatim, lines that are written to sound natural and spontaneous, and mistakenly reading
the “notes to self” written into the text, or commenting on the text while reading it.
“Now we can see the natural conclusion is that we should select point to option 1 – oh, I think I
wasn’t supposed to say that part – uh, OK, … is that we should select this option...”

Practice
If you shouldn’t read your presentation from a script, how do you ensure that you say all the right
things? You practice.
Practice doesn’t necessarily mean memorize. A memorized speech implies that you wrote out a script
then memorized it; that’s only slightly better than reading it verbatim. It results in a more natural delivery if, instead, you outline your speech, then practice saying your full sentences based on the outline.
Practice should, if possible, be out-loud. You want to
practice actually saying the things you plan to say, not just
thinking about them. This is especially important if you
need to pronounce difficult words or names, or if timing is
critical. It takes longer to say things than to think them, so
you need to be practicing the timing of the actual vocalization.
And practice with your slides so you are comfortable
moving to the next slide at the right moment, with smooth
speech flow. If you have to turn to see what the next slide
says before you can continue speaking, you haven’t practiced enough. Especially practice the segues:
what you will say at the end of one slide to make the move to the next slide natural. More on this in
“Continuity”, later.
In theatre, performers distinguish practicing from rehearsing: with the latter implying on-stage in the
real performance venue, possibly in costume.
Rehearsing your presentation is an excellent practice if you have access to the facility. Try to get access
to the venue in advance, and check:
●● Is there enough light to see your notes?
●● Is there enough light to see the audience?
●● Can you hear questions?
●● Can you be heard?
●● How do you control the microphone, the volume, the lights, and the projector?

© 2019
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Even if you can’t use the real venue to rehearse your speech, or aren’t comfortable doing so, you might
at least be able to try key features to ensure they work and that you know how to work them. Does the
computer work? Does the mouse work? Does the projector work? Does the microphone work? Although
unfortunate, a projector bulb that burns out while you are speaking is forgivable. One that was burned
out the day before you started speaking is not.

Pronunciation
Speaking of practice, practice pronouncing important words correctly – especially people’s names, and
especially if they are in, or known to, the audience. Don’t give in to the growing trend to give up and
admit – almost to take pride in – your inability to pronounce foreign names. It’s disrespectful.

Your physical presence
Now that you have prepared a presentation or speech well-suited to your audience, and practiced it, what
should you, personally, do? What do you wear? Where do you stand?
We’ll go over some suggestions for specific questions such as these below. But more important is the
general principle: again, think back to the purpose of your presentation and to what you know about the
audience. Everything you do physically should be done with the goal of enhancing that purpose with
that audience.

What should I wear?
You should dress appropriately. That’s rather obvious, but what does it mean?
You should dress in a level of formality that matches, or slightly exceeds, that of the audience (or of
the part of the audience that matters). If the audience is wearing shorts and T-shirts, pressed jeans and
an ironed shirt would be good. If they’re wearing jeans and shirts, wear dress pants and shirt, or skirt
and blouse. If they’re wearing shirt & tie, wear a two-piece suit. If it’s a black-tie formal event, wear a
tuxedo or evening gown.
When unsure, a suit is always a good bet. You can achieve several different levels of formality by removing the jacket, removing the tie, or rolling up the shirt sleeves. On the other hand, it’s difficult to add
formality if you find that you have come under-dressed.
Whatever you’re wearing, it needs to be clean and in good repair, including shoes. It may seem shallow,
but people notice these things, and they colour your message.
And, whatever you are wearing, empty your pockets before your speech – leave the contents in your
briefcase, at your desk, or in a locker, so you don’t jingle and so you don’t unconsciously play with the
contents.

Should I use the podium?
Many presentation venues have a stage and a podium. Should you stand behind the podium?
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Standing behind a podium is a formal presentation posture,
which you should use if appropriate – e.g. if the audience is formal, if you are making a formal presentation, or if you are covering a grave and serious subject. It also gives you a place to put your notes, gives
you a place to put your hands, and hides the spilled soup stain on your pants.
The dangers of standing behind a podium are that you will put your notes on it and look down at them
instead of up at the audience; that you will hunch over to get to an incorrectly adjusted microphone; and
that, by gripping the podium, you will miss opportunities to make natural and pleasing hand gestures.
Force yourself to keep your gaze up, looking out over the audience; and adjust the microphone to a proper height.
Standing beside the podium, instead of behind it, can be effective. It is slightly less formal, can seem
more sincere (since you are not hiding), and encourages hand gestures. The podium beside you can still
serve as a place to put your notes, but you still have to work hard to ensure you are looking at the audience, and not sideways at the podium. However, standing beside the podium doesn’t work well with a
podium-mounted microphone – it’s best done in a room where no mic is needed, or with a lavaliere mic
on your lapel.

Should I stand still or walk around?
If you are behind a podium this isn’t an issue. But if there is no podium, or if you choose not to stand
behind it, you are faced with the decision of whether to stand still or to move around. In general, with no
podium, move around if you can do it naturally.
●● Don’t rigidly march in lines across the stage, and don’t pace. But casually take a step in various
directions now and then.
●● This is especially effective when combined with switching your gaze to different parts of the audience. When you move your eyes to a new section of the audience, take a small step in that direction.
Don’t forget to back up now and then too, or you’ll fall off the stage.
●● If you need to point to some specific detail on a slide: a number in a spreadsheet or a spot on a map
– which should be rare but can occasionally be effective – instead of using a laser pointer from a
distance, try walking over to the screen, pointing to the detail, then walking back. All of this without
turning your back on the audience, and seeming natural and conversational. Too hard? Use the laser
pointer.

Where should I be in relation to the screen?
Assuming you are using slides, they will be projected on a screen near the front of the room, and you are
also probably speaking from near the front of the room.
Your audience can’t look at you and the screen at the same time if you are standing too far from it. You
want them looking at you, but the screen is a powerful “eye magnet”. So, stand near the screen, or on
the line of sight between the audience and the screen, in such a position that you’re not in the way but
the audience can see both you and it. Even if you are in someone’s (not everyone’s) way, as long as you
© 2019
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move around slightly it won’t be objectionable.

Should I use a microphone? Which one?
You should certainly use a microphone if the hall you are in requires one for good audibility. How do
you know if the hall requires it? If a microphone is supplied, it’s probably needed.
Generally, do use a microphone if you are on a stage or in front of a large group, but don’t use one if you
are seated with a group in a smaller, intimate setting such as around a conference table.
If there is a microphone, figure out how to use it, such as how to turn it on, in advance of your speech.
It’s distracting and harmful to your purpose to be standing in front of your audience, stumped by how to
turn on the microphone. Have audiovisual staff on hand if necessary.
In more formal meeting halls, there are usually audiovisual staff available, and it will usually be possible
to get the microphones turned on to do an operation check and a volume setting adjustment before your
event. Do this if possible. The ideal volume setting has everyone able to hear you without anyone realizing you’re on a PA system. Err on the low side – it’s better to have to speak up slightly than to have
electronic feedback squeals during your speech.
You may encounter different kinds of microphones, generally one of:
●● A standard (20 cm. long) microphone mounted on the podium, usually on a boom or a flex shaft;
●● A standard (20 cm. long) hand-held microphone;
●● A standard (20 cm. long) microphone on a tall floor stand; or
●● A lapel microphone, either wired or connected to a small wireless transceiver worn on your waist.
The official industry name for these is “lavaliere microphone”, and if you refer to it as a “lav” when
speaking with the AV staff you’ll make a good impression on them.
If there are AV support staff, you should follow their advice on what to use.
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Generally I would recommend against a hand-held microphone, because unconsciously varying its distance from
your mouth creates a distracting range of volume levels, and because it always makes me think of a “carnival
huckster” image; and against a floor-standing microphone
because it forces you to remain in one spot (and makes you
look like a pop singer).
I think that first point bears repetition – if you must use a
hand-held mic, don’t talk with your hands. Every time one
of your grand gestures moves the mic away from your
mouth, your voice disappears. This results in an “up-down pumping” of the volume that is extremely
distracting, and may render your remarks completely unintelligible.
If you are using a podium-mounted microphone, adjust it
for your height so it picks up your voice properly without
you having to hunch over, and remember that if you turn
your head backward to look at your slides, the microphone
will lose your voice. So keep facing front.
All things considered, I find the lapel-mounted “lav”
microphone gives you the best sound with the most natural
and pleasing appearance. If it’s wireless, learn how to turn
it on before you start, and remember to turn it off and take
it off before you leave the stage, and especially before you
go to the washroom.
If there are AV staff on hand, they will probably attach the Lav for you. If you are attaching it yourself, put it on a tie or lapel about 30 cm. below your chin, and be careful to mount it where your natural
movements don’t result in the head of the microphone rubbing against parts of your clothing, as that will
cause loud and distracting rustling noises.
If you are wearing a Lav microphone and need to look behind yourself to glance at your slides, do so
by turning your entire upper body (turning at the waist), not by turning your head (turning at the neck).
Otherwise you are moving your head away from the microphone, and your voice will drop away.

Should I work the slides myself or have a helper do it?
In some speaking venues you have no choice about this. The control laptop may be on the podium, and
you work it or no one does, or it may be a long way away from you, so that someone else must work it
on your request. Or, it may be remote from you, but operated by you with a wireless remote control.
Your objective is to ensure that the simple act of advancing from one slide to the next, at the correct
time, does not become a major chore and distraction from your speech. If possible, I recommend advancing the slides yourself so you don’t have to include “next slide please” remarks in the flow of your
speech – especially if your slides use “builds” to introduce small segments of the overall picture one at a
time (a technique I don’t generally recommend, for reasons we’ll discuss in a while).
© 2019
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If you must have your slides controlled by another person, it is critical that you remember to tell them
when to advance the slide. Don’t leave them guessing whether the slide on the screen behind you is the
one that is supposed to be there for the remarks you are presently making. Speak to the projector operator in advance, and let them know how you’ll signal them. If possible, give them a hard-copy handout
of your slides or speaking notes, so they can “peek ahead” to be ready for the next slide request.

What do I do with my hands?
A lot of people who are uncomfortable with public speaking list this as one of their concerns. The best
advice is “Don’t consciously do things with your hands, including nothing. Don’t hold them rigidly in
one spot, and don’t do contrived gestures that look fake. Just let them move around like they would in a
normal conversation.”
Hands are one of the many ways you communicate a level of formality. Hands resting on the podium,
not moving (but not clutching it in a death-grip), is a formal posture suitable for a financial report; hands
moving around, gesturing to the audience, is an less formal posture with a more personal flavour, suitable for some status updates, for soliciting support, or for trying to convince. A hand in your pocket is a
very informal, casual, almost “don’t care” posture, possibly suitable for story-telling or an entertainment
speech. (But don’t play with things in your pockets.)
Natural hand gestures that seem unconscious (but probably aren’t) are best.
●● Raise one or both hands from waist level to chest level, or higher, to emphasize a point.
●● Hand to chin or to ear is a casual gesture to
indicate thinking or uncertainty.

●● Count with your fingers to enumerate a (small) list of key points.
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●● Use an open-hand gesture behind you to indicate the slides to emphasize a point displayed
there (you don’t need to turn and point to it).

●● Make an open hand gesture toward the audience to make a comment about them.

●● Clump your hands together like making a snowball to suggest a group or a combination of things.
●● Hold your hands apart to suggest size,
breadth, or expansiveness.

●● Use the classic thumb-and-forefinger pinch to suggest a tiny amount of something.
●● Flat hand, palm down, gesturing into the distance can imply strategy or vision.
Mix your gestures up. Don’t do any one thing for long, and don’t do a robot-like repeated pattern.
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Taking Questions
There is no excuse for being unprepared for a predictable
question.
You’ll be forgiven for being unable to answer an obscure
or surprising question, but if you are clearly unprepared for
a predictable question (which will vary with your subject
matter), you will harm the credibility of your speech. For
example, if you have a major partner or competitor to
whom you are constantly being compared, “what do they
do?” is a predictable question that you should be prepared
to answer. Do your homework, anticipate things you’re
likely to be asked, and be ready.

While speaking or at the end?
You will see both approaches: “questions are welcome at any time” and “please hold your questions to
the end”. Holding questions to the end gives you more control over the timing of your speech and can be
useful for highly formal speeches with tight time limits. However, in general, I don’t care for the approach. It seems, to me, to be unreasonable to ask an audience member who has a question about something I just said to wait many minutes, and remember both the question and the context, to ask it later.
Refer back to the purpose of your presentation. If you are trying to keep an audience interested or entertained, take their questions. Who cares if you complete your prepared remarks if they have enjoyed the
conversation? However, if you have to deliver a specific message (e.g. a policy change) or a proposal,
and you need to make it to the end, defer questions so you run out of time on questions and not on critical content.
Questions of clarification are always welcome. “Excuse me, I didn’t hear what you said just then” or
“Excuse me, I can’t read that important number on line 4”. You should always take such questions, treat
them with respect, and respond succinctly.

Acknowledge and paraphrase the question
You should always politely acknowledge a question. Thank the asker, and make a polite comment about
whether the question is interesting, surprising, intriguing, etc.7
If there is any chance that the other audience members didn’t hear the question, or might not have under7

Sometimes, in an informal setting and if I have a little time to fill, I’ll respond to a suitable question
by “stepping out of character” for a moment and talking about the process of responding to questions
as a presenter: Conspicuously step to the side (that’s you stepping out of character), and explain, Do
you know about the secret speaker’s code? If a speaker says “interesting question” it means they
don’t know the answer. If they say “good question”, it means they do know the answer. If they say
“excellent question!”, it means they have a slide for that. Then step back into character, pause for
a moment, and say one of those things (“interesting question”, “good question”, or “excellent question”), as appropriate. It always gets a laugh.
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stood it, paraphrase it back to the audience before responding. This is both a polite gesture to the rest of
the audience (you have a microphone, the questioner didn’t), and a confirmation to the questioner that
you understood their question.

If the answer is coming later
If you’re taking questions while speaking, you will sometimes get questions that will be answered by
remarks later in your presentation. If you’re lucky the answer will be on the very next slide and the question can serve as a segue: “Thank you for that question (next slide).”
If it’s later than the next slide, acknowledge the question and ask for patience. “Give me a moment if you
would; I’m pretty sure I’ll cover that in about 2 minutes”. Then, after you think you have covered their
question, look back at the questioner and confirm, “did that answer the question you had?”
Don’t answer twice: once when they ask the question and then again when it comes up later in your
speech. However, a brief “teaser” answer now, and a fulsome answer later, can be effective. “The answer to your question is 42, and if you’ll give me a moment I’ll be showing you how I arrive at that in a
couple of minutes, OK?”

If a question is irrelevant
You don’t have to answer every question you’re asked, and the rest of the audience will appreciate you
not wasting their time. You can always politely decline a question: That’s a very interesting question that
could be a whole conversation, but I don’t think it’s in line with what I’ve been asked to spend time on
here. I’d be happy to discuss it with you afterward or at another time.

If there aren’t any questions
If you are holding a formal question period at the end of your speech, it’s quite common for there to be
no questions. You need to have a sense of whether there really aren’t any questions, or whether people
are simply reluctant to be the first to ask. It’s usually the latter.
If the latter, seed the process by asking yourself a question, or by having an accomplice in the audience
ask one. In a formal setting you should make this into a complete sentence: “One question you might
have would be xxxx”.
In an informal setting, you can actually role play stepping out of character and asking yourself a question. Ask for questions, look around the room, then step to the side and look back toward where you
were standing before and say “I have a question” and ask it; then step back to your original position, pay
yourself a compliment such as “that’s a very insightful question”, then answer it. Then go back to the
audience, “any others?”
You can even pick up a scrap of paper and pretend you have been given a written question. Read it out
loud and then answer it. These techniques won’t fool anyone and that’s not their objective: they can
break the ice and get questions flowing.
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If you don’t know the answer to a question
If you don’t know the answer, say so. Don’t bluff. Remember the questioner or someone else in the audience probably does know the answer. It’s OK to guess, but say you are guessing.
In most cases the fact that you have been asked a question to which you don’t know the answer is, in
itself, interesting. Talk about that. How would you go about finding the answer? Perhaps that is one of
the things you hope to learn from the action you are proposing. Perhaps you should acknowledge that is
an important piece of information that you neglected to find, thank the questioner for bringing it to your
attention, and promise to get the information. Or, perhaps you don’t know the answer and don’t think it’s
important to know the answer; explain your reasoning.

If you give a wrong answer
If someone points out that your answer to a question – or something you said in your main speech – is
wrong,
●● If it’s clear they are right, thank them and apologize to the audience for the mistake. Don’t make a
big deal out of it. Unless it completely invalidates your entire proposal – and hopefully you have
prepared enough to make that unlikely.
●● If it’s not clear they are right – but rather seems that it’s a difference of opinion or interpretation that
they simply expressed as “you’re wrong”, say so. Thank them for the remark, and make a polite
comment that it seems to be more a difference of opinion or interpretation.

If you feel you shouldn’t answer a question
Sometimes you’ll be asked a question that you could answer but feel you shouldn’t answer. These situations usually involve security, privacy, or personal issues.
Don’t be evasive. If you’re not going to answer the question, politely say so and explain why. Don’t
talk “bafflegab” hoping that the audience won’t notice that you haven’t answered the question. They’ll
notice. It’s annoying and will harm your credibility.
“That’s a topic I don’t feel it would be appropriate to discuss in this forum, sorry.”

“Questions” that are really separate speeches
Sometimes an incident will occur that is a nightmare for you, and annoying for the audience: A person
stands up with a “question”, then proceeds to make their own lengthy speech – usually to advance some
contrary, controversial, or ideological point of view. They drone on and on for several minutes, usually
until cut off. Sometimes they will invoke the cheap grammatical trick of making their speech a “question” by adding the words “don’t you agree?” at the end.
What do you do about this?
First, try to prevent it happening at all. In a suitably informal setting, you can introduce “question perPage 20 of 83
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iod” by setting some ground rules. “Remember, please, that a political speech giving your own viewpoint, followed by the words “don’t you agree”, is not the kind of question we’re looking for. Don’t make
me cut you off.” A phrase like this will usually get a chuckle from the audience but, more importantly,
they will appreciate you establishing such a rule.
Then, when it happens anyway, what do you do?
First, I recommend trying to get clues from the audience or the event organizer whether this is annoying
the audience, especially the important members. Is it clear that the others don’t appreciate what is happening, or is the speech-maker, in fact, the boss to whom everyone is listening intently? You may need to
let them make their point, then just say “thank you, any other questions or remarks?”
If the speech-as-question does seem to be annoying the audience, address the problem directly. You have
the microphone; politely interrupt.
“Excuse me for interrupting… these remarks are rather longer than I had in mind and there
seem to be others here who might have actual questions. Can I just ask if there is anyone here
with a shorter question they’d like to fit in while we have a few minutes? If not, I’ll be happy to
have you continue. [Look around the audience hopefully]”

Stopping
Marking the end
Somehow it needs to be obvious when you have reached the end of your speech. Don’t embarrass yourself and your audience by having them start to applaud (or leave) when you aren’t finished.
A slide saying “the end” or “questions?” is a cheap and easy way, but isn’t a complete solution. It tells
the audience that you’re finished. But how do they know, before you display that slide, that you’re not
finished? You need to plan the flow of your presentation and the segues between your slides so that it’s
obvious when you are finished, and obvious when you are not. And, if you do that well, a “the end” slide
isn’t really necessary (but it does have other uses, which we’ll discuss later).
I think it’s more elegant to have your remarks naturally indicate that your presentation has reached the end.
“. . . so, in conclusion, I hope I’ve shown you that this
is a promising field of research, and that you’ll consider supporting our proposal in the next round of funding
requests.”
If you have time, a “table of contents” slide, repeated
between major sections of your presentation and annotated in some way to indicate “you are here”, can be a very
effective way to help your audience track your progress
through the material.
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Thanking the audience
Should you thank the audience? Opinions vary on this, and I think the answer is “it depends”.
●● If you have been “given the opportunity” to make this presentation, thanking the audience for the
opportunity is appropriate.
●● If you have been “summoned to explain” something, thanks may seem out of place. It may be more
appropriate to end with, “I hope this information was useful” or some such closing remark.
Personally, I like thanking the audience, but I will try to be clear what I’m thanking them for so it
doesn’t sound like a mechanical or insincere remark. “Thanks for listening”, “Thanks for considering
my proposal”, “Thanks for the valuable feedback” or “Thanks for the opportunity to share a topic that
interests me”.

End with the tone you want remembered
The audience will remember best the last few things you say and do, so make sure those closing remarks
are what you want remembered. If your topic is something deadly serious, end with a serious, sombre
summary, not a joke. If your topic was supposed to be light hearted and entertaining, end with humour,
not a dark and foreboding remark.

Your support tools: friend or foe?
In most presentation scenarios you will have one or more support items with you in the room: a computer and projector, handouts, white boards, flip charts, etc. These can provide important support to your
presentation, or they can be distractions. Manage them, don’t be at their mercy.

Technology interruptions
Chances are you will be using a computer to project slides. In addition to running your slides, that computer can be a source of distraction, especially if it is a “normal production computer” borrowed from
some person or group, and connected to the network.
Email arriving

If the computer running your projector is receiving emails, the “ping” can be
distracting. Worse, many email systems display a small on-screen notification
window showing a summary of newly-arrived messages. You don’t want your
audience distracted by reading your incoming mail, and you especially don’t want
a room full of people reading the summary of an email that may be sensitive. For
example, what if an incoming email’s subject line is a reference to a personnel
situation involving someone who is in your audience?
Turn the email application on your computer off, or do whatever is necessary to
ensure these distracting messages don’t come in.
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Instant messaging Instant Messaging programs (MOCS, Jabber, ICU, Skype, Twitter, iMessage,
interrupts
SMS, etc.) can be worse still. Messages in such systems tend to be more frequent
and more personal. Do you really want a message popping up in your presentation
saying “Hey sweetie, thanks 4 dinner last night; want 2 do lunch today?”
Turn off all instant messaging applications during your presentation.
Software updates
and other system
notices

Other system services, such as software updates, can also generate
unexpected pop-up messages. Turn all
these features off during your presentation.

If possible, just disconnect your presentation computer from the network for the duration of your talk.
(This might not be possible if it is a thin client device, or if your presentation deck is on a network
volume.) If you’re going to do this, test in advance to ensure that you don’t cause distracting “network
disconnected” pop-ups to appear instead.
Even if your computer is not connected to the network, certain things can still interrupt your presentation’s flow and distract the audience.
Screen saver and
energy-saver
screen timeouts

It is embarrassing in multiple ways if your “screen saver” kicks in during your
presentation or if your screen shuts off because of power management settings.
●● First, it shows you’ve been on that slide far too long.
●● Second, the screen saver is likely a distraction. Moving colours, scrolling
messages, a photography slide show; all these things will capture your audience’s attention, and they won’t be listening to you. And, if the screen is
behind you where you can’t see it, you may not even realize it is happening.
●● Third, if it’s a borrowed computer and is configured with certain security options, you may not know the password to get it out of screen saver mode. That
could be the end of your presentation.
Make sure all of these features are off for the duration of your presentation.
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Telecommunication interrupts

Disconnect or busy-out the conference room telephone, and turn off your personal
cellphone. Ask the audience members to set their cellphones to “vibrate”. Personally I don’t ask them to turn their phones off. They’re adults, and who am I to
judge how important their incoming communications may be? But I’m comfortable asking them to configure them so as not to interrupt others. In fact I suggest
saying that directly: “You’re all adults and I’m not going to presume to tell you to
turn off your cellphones. But please configure them so as not to disturb others, by
setting them to silent or vibrate mode. Please take a moment and do that now.”

Teleconferencing
interrupts

If the room you are using is equipped for audio conferencing or video conferencing, make sure those systems are turned off or set to “do not disturb” mode. I
have been in presentations where a voice from the ceiling suddenly started saying
“Hello? Hello?” and in one where the slides on the screen were suddenly replaced
by the face of an incoming video-caller.

The sad thing about all of this preparation is that the audience will never know if you did it; they’ll only
know if you didn’t.

Handouts
Another support item associated with presentations is handouts: printed copies of your slides. Should
you provide printed handouts? If so, should you provide them in advance, or hand them out after the
presentation? It depends.
Handouts in advance

Hand-outs provided in advance are
often seen as a courtesy: you are
giving your audience something to
take notes on. And, by reducing their
need to take notes, you are increasing
the chance that they will pay attention
to you.
On the other hand, there is a risk that,
instead of listening to you, they will
read ahead in the slides. I think the
solution to this is to be interesting. If what you are saying is interesting enough,
you’ll hold the audience’s attention.
If you are going to provide handouts in advance, keep a couple of things in mind:
●● Remember that you won’t be able to “surprise” your audience with clever effects or surprising messages – they’ll see them coming when they peek ahead.
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●● Minimize your use of builds and animations. Since they won’t work on the
hand-outs, the audience may not get the message if they peek ahead, and the
handouts won’t provide an accurate record of what transpired.
●● If you intend your handouts to be something the audience can take notes on,
make sure they have plentiful white space. You can’t take notes on a solid
coloured background.
Handouts instead
of slides

If you are using handouts, instead of projecting slides, be sure you tell the audience which page you are on every time you change pages. Making them guess is
annoying and distracting. And, in this case, it is even more important to ensure
your slides are numbered: tell them the page number, not just “next page”.

Handouts to take I’ve been in seminars where handouts are held back during the presentation and
away, distributed then handed to the audience members to take away with them. The idea is to help
after the presenta- them share the presentation with others who weren’t there.
tion
I don’t care for this practice. Although you’re not doing your audience the courtesy of easing their burden of note taking, you’re happy to hand them something
after the fact to make the work they put into note-taking unnecessary. Furthermore, if your slides are detailed enough to communicate the gist of your presentation when given to someone else, then they probably have too much detail on
them. If you feel you must provide “take-away” handouts, use notes pages, not the
slides themselves, to carry much of the detail, and tell the audience they will be
available after the talk.

Pointers (wooden and laser)
When this document was originally written, this section was called simply “pointers” and everyone
understood that to mean a pointed wooden dowel about 1 metre long. Now it probably refers to a laser
pointer, or to using the cursor on the computer as a pointer.
I generally don’t advise the use of pointers. If you need a pointer to guide your audience through a slide,
then your slide is probably too complex. You’re better off fixing the slide.
One exception would be when a large image is needed and you need to point to a part of it to illustrate
a point. For example, you might need a large map to establish some kind of context, then to point to a
specific location on the map to make a point. A pointer can be useful in such a case, although I think it
would generally be better to include the “pointer” as content on the slide – that way someone viewing
your presentation later, in an archive or a printout, will benefit from that guidance when you are not
there to wave the pointer.
Laser pointer extra: In those occasions when using a laser pointer seems appropriate,
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●● Hold it steady – don’t wave it about dizzyingly, as that can be quite distracting. Brace the pointer
device on the podium or some other solid object if possible, so it projects a stable and controlled dot
of light.
●● Don’t point it at the audience. It’s dazzling at best, and might frighten the technophobes at worst.
(And here I’m assuming you are using a 1 milliwatt class-2 red pointer, which is not dangerous.
Don’t even think about using one of the higher-power or non-red pointers that are available for specialty purposes; those really are dangerous.)

Blackboards, white boards, and flip charts
Some conference rooms, and especially classrooms, will
have white boards or flip charts on which you can write
with a marker. These are not often used in formal presentations, but in teaching situations or for less formal presentations, they can be effective, if
●● You can print quickly and clearly; and
●● You have carefully planned what you will write, and
when, as you are speaking.
When done well, writing a few key points on a chart as you make them can make a powerful impression.
●● It establishes a pace that is consistent with the audience’s ability to take notes, so you won’t “get
ahead of them”; and
●● It indicates a true familiarity with the subject matter, and reduces the impression that you are merely
reading a script or reciting memorized lines; and
●● It forces you to use a minimalist level of detail, which is usually a good thing.
●● However, it takes much more time than just clicking “next slide” so is useful only when you have a
generous amount of time to make a small number of points.
Patrick Winston uses this technique effectively in the video series referred to on page 2.

Presentation controls
Speaking of laser pointers and other technological tools, a few other tips about the tools and support you
might have with you at the front of the room:
●● Touch-sensitive display screens are becoming more common, and you may have the option of
standing near the screen and advancing to the next slide by simply touching it. This is convenient,
but comes with some warnings:
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»»

»»

»»

The screen doesn’t know whether you’re touching it to advance the slide or to point at something. If you’re using one of these screens, you will need to be more conscious of your gestures.
I suggest you stand a step away from the screen, so that you must step toward it to touch it.
On some screens (e.g. the Sharp displays) the screen is not actually touch-sensitive; it optically
senses the presence and location of your finger. On these screens, you can trigger the “touch
response” without even touching the screen, just by getting your finger quite close to it. So,
again, avoid pointing at the screen with your finger unless you mean to advance the slide.
Learn how you back up one slide with these screens. (On many, you do this with a quick leftto-right “swipe”, as you would do with an iPad.) Practice this gesture before your presentation.
If you get to a point in your presentation where you need to back up one slide, you don’t want
your gestures being interpreted as “advance one slide”, digging the hole you’re in deeper. It’s
not hard, but it does take a few seconds of practice.

●● If you are using a hand-held remote control to advance the slides, learn what the buttons are for
before you start your presentation.
»» Which button advances to the next slide? Is that second button set to “back up”, or does it act
like a “right click” on a mouse? Or is it, in fact, a laser pointer?
»» Is the remote a radio device? What’s its range?
»» Or is it infrared, requiring line-of-sight to the receiver and, if so, where is the receiver? It’s
probably near the computer that is driving the slides. In a more permanent and sophisticated
auditorium, it may be near the projector, or there may be multiple receivers around the room.
»» Find out, before you start, where to point the control. The time to discover that you don’t know
how to advance to the second slide is not when you reach the end of the first one.
●● If you will be standing in the dark while presenting, make sure you know where all the important
things are before the lights go out. Where is the mouse? The microphone? The light switch? The
edge of the stage?

Aspect ratio
If your presentation will use computer-projected slides, ask your hosts if there is an “aspect ratio” that
you should use before you design your presentation. Especially if you are presenting in a professional
auditorium or with the help of professional AV staff, this is important to ask, and your use of the correct
term, aspect ratio, will make a good impression on your hosts.
Aspect Ratio refers to the ratio of the width of your slides to their height. Coming from a print-based
history, it used to be standard for slides to be the size of “letter-sized” paper (or, in many other parts of
the world, A4-sized paper.)
Now that electronic presentation is becoming the norm, many venues prefer that you format your slides
to fit a High-Definition monitor. This is a 16-by-9 aspect ratio, and you’ll find your presentation software (e.g. PowerPoint) is capable of formatting for this size, but you might have to ask it to do so.
If your hosts don’t understand your use of the term “aspect ratio”, ask if the slides should be US Letter
© 2019

Page 27 of 83



or HD-sized. But use the correct term, aspect ratio, first – chances are it will make a good impression.
HD 16-by-9 (written 16:9) is a very convenient aspect ratio if your projector supports it, as it gives you
a little more horizontal space in your slides, allowing you to space your content out a little more, letting
it “breathe”. If you send Letter-sized slides to a 16:9 projector, it won’t be a problem, you’ll just have
some unlit margins of wasted space on the left and right sides of the slides. But it makes a better impression if your slides are designed to fit the equipment that will be used.
What you don’t want is the problem that can result from mis-configured computers or projectors combined with mismatched aspect ratio where, somewhere in the AV chain, your slides are squashed or
stretched on one of the dimensions, so that squares aren’t square and circles aren’t round. The most
reliable way to avoid this is to design for the aspect ratio of the computer and projector.

Simultaneous or after-phrase interpretation
In international meetings or government presentations, you may sometimes be working with interpreters
who either translate what you say after you have spoken a phrase or translate continuously while you
are speaking. Simultaneous interpreters are usually in a booth somewhere, while after-phrase translators
may be with you in the room. Sign-language interpreters are normally near you at the front of the room,
where they can be seen together with you and your slides.
Here are some suggestions for working with interpreters:
●● If possible, give copies of your slides, notes, or transcript to the interpreters before the event. Even
a few minutes in advance will help them, but farther in advance is a real courtesy, because it gives
them a chance to look up translations of unfamiliar terms, and to plan phrasing to match your nuances as closely as possible. And, by helping them do a better job, your speech will be better translated
and better received.
●● With after-phrase interpretation, speak in small phrases, and insert plentiful pauses to give the interpreter time to catch up. Don’t make them interpret your entire 5-minute remarks for a whole slide
all in one piece. Remember to plan for less content – roughly 50% less – than you normally would
for the time available, since everything has to be said twice.
●● During your speech, remember you are speaking to the audience, through the interpreter; you are
not speaking to the interpreter. Roam your eyes around the audience – don’t simply look at the interpreter. (But do include them.)
●● That’s especially important during questions. If an audience member asks a question in the other
language, and then you answer it through the interpreter, speak to the audience member, not to the
interpreter.
●● On the other hand, it’s certainly OK to converse with the interpreter when the topic is the terminology, clarity of interpretation, or choice of phrase.
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●● At the end of your speech, as the last thing you do before leaving, make eye contact with and thank
the interpreter. That’s polite and professional, and it will be noticed.

The presentation
Now let’s leave the discussion of you and your equipment and support, and look in a little more depth at
the actual structure and content of your presentation. At this point we’ll assume you are using slides of
some kind, although many of these remarks can be applied to speeches without slides.

Content
Start by composing your story, not your slides
The most important thing about your presentation is what you say. A presentation is a story you tell to
an audience to achieve some goal. It may be supported by slides but doesn’t need to be. You can stand in
front of a group and speak without slides and still achieve your goal.
So, the first thing to do is develop the story. Except for simple and straight-forward presentations, or
presentations following a strictly-prescribed format such as regular status updates, the first thing you
should do when starting to develop a speech is not open PowerPoint to start composing slides.
The approach I use most of the time is:
1.

Think about, and write down, a simple statement of the goal of your presentation. Something like
“Solicit and obtain support for proposal to do xxxx” or “Entertain the luncheon group for 20 minutes by telling them about interesting topic yyyy”. Pin that goal statement in front of you while you
work.

2.

Develop an outline of the things you’d like to say. Not in
PowerPoint. I generally start on a piece of scrap paper to avoid
getting distracted by formatting technology, then move to a
simple outliner tool such as Microsoft Word in “View/Outline”
mode, or Omni Outliner, or a Mind Mapping tool.
If you aren’t familiar with an outliner tool, take the time to
learn. (Microsoft Word and Microsoft OneNote are probably
already on your computer, and their outline features are quite
good.) These are tools where you can quickly jot down your
ideas, and then move them around, block them together,
arrange them into hierarchies, and so on. What works well for
me is to start with a section I call “sandbox”, and into which I
just throw every idea that occurs to me that might be relevant
to the presentation, in no particular order. Then I start dragging
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ideas out of the sandbox, grouping them together, and assembling them into themes, sub-themes,
and so on. It happens that I still have the outline for this very document that you are reading now – a
sample is shown here.
Whatever amount of time you have for the preparation of your presentation,
spend most of it at this stage, in the outline. Making good decisions about
what to say, what not to say, and in what order to say those things will have a
greater impact on the quality of your presentation than time spent on formatting bullet points in PowerPoint.
3.

“Storyboard” your presentation. This is where you look at your outline and
identify the “chunks” of content that would correspond to slides in a deck.
Start by annotating the outline with circles and comments such as “make this
point on one slide” or “take 3 minutes to discuss this section”.

4.

Then, using scrap paper, (or, finally, move to PowerPoint at this point)
draw a “storyboard”, where you do a rough simulation of a slide deck.
The “slides” don’t have content at this point – they are just place
holders you can use to see how the structure of the presentation
works.
Spend time on the storyboard, concentrating on getting the structure
right. Do you have the right number of slides, and will they contain the right amount of detail? Are
they in a sensible order? Is there a good, natural flow? Where will graphics
be, and what is needed?

5.

Write down an estimate of the amount of time each slide on your storyboard
will require. Does this plan fit your available time? Are you spending the
most time on the most important things? Fix it now if not: decide which
blocks to eliminate or to cover in less depth.

6.

Finally, move into your presentation software such as PowerPoint. You
should now be immediately able to create the needed slides (blank) with appropriate titles, then to start entering content. You are typing a story that has
already been carefully designed and organized, and you are now free to focus on the graphic art and
the mechanics of bending PowerPoint to your will.

To summarize this point, typing your slides into PowerPoint should be the second-last thing, not the first
thing, that you do in the process of creating your material. (The very last thing will be to proofread and
edit mercilessly, and we’ll get to that later.)
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Prioritizing your content
In a typical presentation, you will have a number of points to make and a certain amount of background
material or supporting evidence that needs to be covered. There will be a sensible order in which certain
things should be said; however, there usually remain numerous choices such as the order in which to
make certain points, when to go into detail, to introduce, to get to the point, to summarize, etc.
One humorous but, it turns out, effective piece of advice I was once given was:
“Assume your audience may fall asleep at any moment and design accordingly.”
If that seems too pejorative, try “assume the key decision maker may be called out of the room at any
moment”.
From this advice we can come up with some good organizational principles.
●● At any given point in the presentation, everything you have already said should be more important
than everything you have not yet said.
This handles that all-too-common case of a presentation that is too long and runs out of time, and
never gets to critical information that was placed too late in the deck. Make your critical points early, while the audience is still awake and before the fire alarm sounds.
●● If you are presenting alternatives for a proposal, order them from most to least preferred.
●● Don’t ever tell the audience something incorrect, or that is contrary to what you want, unless it’s
clearly labeled as a counter-example. It may seem clever to put something incorrect or unwanted
on a slide, with the plan to say “surprise, that’s not true” on a later slide. But if you never get to that
later slide, you’ve done your message grave damage. Even without the rather silly “what if they fall
asleep” scenario, there is sound theory8 that people have a tendency to anchor their opinions on the
first things they hear in a situation, and to assess additional information through the lens of those
first impressions. You don’t want the deliberately incorrect thing you said biasing your audience
toward saying “no” to your proposal.
Properly labeled, “near misses” and “bad ideas” can be a useful rhetorical device. Just be absolutely
sure that there is no possibility of misinterpretation.

Beginning, middle, and end
Stories have a beginning, a middle, and an end. Stories may consist of sections, which have a beginning,
a middle, and an end. Sections consist of paragraphs, and paragraphs of sentences, each of which have a
beginning, a middle, and an end.
This concept applies to your presentation and to your individual slides. At multiple levels, they should
8

A type of cognitive bias known as Anchoring or Focalism.
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have a beginning, a middle, and an end. If we combine this with the advice to “tell them the important
things first”, we arrive at a common and useful organizational technique:

“Tell them three times”
●● Tell them that you’re going to tell them;
●● Then tell them;
●● Then tell them that you told them.
Most people intuitively apply this at the level of the whole presentation, by using sections such as “introduction”, “analysis”, and “summary”. But it is also an excellent way to organize the material on each
individual slide.
So, for example, a slide discussing what colour a product should be might follow the form:

• “Tell them that you’re going to tell them”
• “Tell them”
• “Tell them that you told them”

Tell stories
We’ve mentioned stories several times. Stories are very powerful and in many contexts it can be useful
to include story-telling in a presentation.
Stories in a presentation must be relevant, and obviously relevant, so your audience is not distracted
wondering why you are telling them this. Useful relevant stories might be analogies, helping to make a
complex point through a simplified case (e.g. sending information in a padlocked box as an analogy for
encryption), or anecdotes, illustrating what has gone wrong, or what can go right, in a given situation.
Stories should either be true or it should be clear that you are not trying to pass them off as true. A few
things to be careful of when using stories:
●● If you are claiming they are true, be prepared to cite your sources. Don’t get caught repeating
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“urban legends” as true – it makes you look gullible.
●● In scientific settings, be careful with anecdotes, which are useful but are not the same as evidence.
If it seems that you don’t understand this, you will lose credibility with a scientific audience. “The
plural of anecdote is anecdotes not evidence.”

Humour
Humour makes most presentations more engaging and memorable. It is almost always appropriate and
beneficial if light, tasteful, and not overdone. (That said, humour is, of course, inappropriate in some
contexts such as formal presentations, discussion of serious or grave matters, and discussions, explanations, or apologies related to serious problems.)
When it’s appropriate to include it, humour must be natural, not contrived. “Including humour” is not
the same as “telling a joke”.
I have heard “speakers’ advice” including recommendations such as “always start with a joke”; and I
have heard presenters begin a speech by reciting what is obviously a joke copied from a joke book. I
have never heard a “start with a joke” speech work well, and they are often disastrous. Effective humour
is saying relevant things that happen to be humorous, not “telling a joke”.
Effective humour can be:
●● A relevant comment that happens to be humorous, especially if the comment is an “aside” – briefly
stepping “out of character” and making a comment about the speech instead of a comment that is
part of it; or
●● A relevant story or anecdote; or
●● A relevant cartoon (but be careful of copyright issues); or
●● In less formal situations: self-deprecation; make lightweight fun of your own difficulties with a
concept, or a slide, or a sentence.
Making fun of other people – in the audience, in the company, or in society at large, can be dangerous
and I would do so only with a group that I knew very well, or in specific circumstances such as a “roast”.
Although I don’t agree with the simplistic “start with a joke” advice, ending with a joke can be effective
in an informal setting and if the joke is relevant, tasteful, and summarizes the topic well.

The slide deck as a whole
Having worked out what points you are planning to make, you need to develop the overall structure of
your presentation.
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Length
Probably the easiest attribute of your presentation to control, having the largest effect on its overall quality and acceptance by the audience, is its length. All the bad presentations I have ever experienced have
had at least one thing in common: they were too long. Much too long. Being too long changes a good
presentation into a bad one and makes an already bad presentation worse.
Let me relate a nightmare scenario. This is a true story.
A presenter walks to the front of the room. As he
opens up his PowerPoint file, it is clear that he
has over 50 slides. The event organizer reminds
the presenter that he only has 15 minutes, and he
says “15 minutes? I thought I had an hour. OK, I’ll
talk faster.” He then tries to fit a 50-slide deck into
15 minutes. He is cut off by the organizer after 25
minutes. He hasn’t yet made his key point and the
audience is furious, having just lost half of their
lunch break.
Here’s a good rule:
To make a presentation shorter, you don’t talk faster; you say less.
I don’t hold the presenter in the above situation solely responsible. The organizer, who had the slide
deck in advance, should have rejected the presentation before it ever arrived at this point. What did they
think was going to happen when a 50-slide deck was submitted for a 15-minute slot?
The speaker’s comment, “I thought I had an hour”, is also interesting because 50+ slides would have
been too many even if they had, indeed, had an hour.

How many slides?
So, how many slides should you have in a presentation?
It’s easy to find a variety of “rules of thumb” on this question in presentation courses and guidelines.
●● Guidelines are often expressed in time and “2 to 5 minutes per slide” is a typical suggestion.
●● A hard upper limit is often appropriate too: 20 to 25 slides is a good maximum no matter how much
time you have; if you need more than that, the topic should probably be more than one presentation
with a rest break in the middle.
I’ve experimented, with some success, with guidelines that adjust to the seniority of the audience. The
idea is that working-level technical staff may need and tolerate more detailed information, while senior
executives are looking for summaries, and for you to get to the point. Some rules-of-thumb I’ve found
useful are:
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●● For government executives: the number of slides should be (approximately)

So, if you are presenting to EX-02s, about 10 slides, with 7 or 8 slides being the maximum for
ADMs (EX-04 and EX-05), and 6 for DMs.
●● A heuristic that doesn’t require government EX rank levels is: for any audience, the number of
slides should be (approximately)

Where “age” is interpreted any way that makes sense: average age of the audience, average age of
the important decision makers, etc. So if you are presenting to 20-year-old new grads, 20 slides is
OK, but if you are presenting to 60-year-old board members, 10 is the maximum. (Yes, this promotes the unjustified and divisive stereotype that age is correlated with seniority in rank. Sorry.)
Obviously these are all artificial rules, and are only guidelines to help you understand that you probably
should use fewer slides than you thought. The real answer to the question “how many slides?” is,
Just enough. No more, no less.
●● If you have too many slides, your presentation will be boring, there is little hope you will stay on
time, and you will probably not get the outcome you want.
●● If you have too few slides, you may not communicate your key points, you may leave your credibility in doubt, and you may not adequately support the decision you are hoping to get.
I think the reason so many presentations are too long is that presenters misunderstand the purpose of
their slide deck, thinking it is the same as their detailed analysis document, or that it should serve as a
transcript of their speech.
Both detailed documents and speech transcripts are useful things, but that is not what your slide deck is
for. If you need a document, write one, and use a word processor, not PowerPoint.
In a document, whole sentences are composed, and are combined into paragraphs, and those into sections, and so on. Not so on a slide. A slide is no place for paragraphs of text; rarely even for complete
sentences. By all means, speak in paragraphs and complete sentences, but a slide should not be a transcript of your remarks: it should be supporting information, charts, data, simple bullet points, or a combination of these.
If you are worried that your presentation deck needs to be able to “stand alone” when sent to someone
without your spoken remarks (a legitimate requirement) then use either the “notes pages” in the presentation program, or an accompanying document file. Slides that contain enough detail to stand alone all
by themselves will make a poor presentation.
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Continuity
A great presentation feels like a cohesive story, not a collection of independent slides. The points are
made in a natural and sensible order, and flow smoothly from one to the next. You do not have to turn
backward to the screen to use the slides to remind you what to say next. Rather, the slides seem to
change to “keep up” with your advancing story, which is cohesive and natural all by itself.
A great, cohesive presentation will seem natural, like the smooth flow is happening effortlessly. In reality, it’s not effortless at all: natural flow and cohesion are the result of hard work. Here are some techniques to help you achieve them:

Tell them 3 times
We’ve already discussed the “tell them 3 times” concept:
●● Tell them that you’re going to tell them;
●● Then tell them;
●● Then tell them that you told them.
This can help the flow of your presentation by giving the audience a preview of what is coming. It helps
them to see how your remarks fit together into a story, and it helps you remember how your remarks are
supposed to do so.

Planned segues
You want the flow from one slide to the next to be natural and uninterrupted. If you have to turn and
look at the next slide to remember what to say next, your continuity is weakened.
Assuming you have good slides in a sensible order, plan your segues. Think of a great sentence to say
right at the end of a slide, that elegantly introduces the transition to the next slide, and write this sentence
down on your speakers-notes copy of the slide deck that you have in front of you. Write the segue on
the slide you are leaving, not the slide you are going to. Click the mouse button as you are saying your
planned segue and you will have smooth continuity between slides.
If someone is advancing the slides for you, hand them a copy of the presentation with your planned
segues sentences marked in, so they will know to advance to the next slide without you having to interrupt your remarks to ask them to do so.
What to use as a segue? Planning segue sentences becomes natural with practice. Use a variety of segue
techniques, such as:
●● Simple phrases like “and so…” or “and the results were…”;
●● Rhetorical questions like “what did we think was happening?”.
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●● Specific transition sentences. “Now, let’s turn the page and go into these results in a little more
detail”
●● “End of section” remarks such as “That summarizes the situation. Now let me explain how we’d
like your help.”

Consistency between slides
Your slides should look like they are all part of the same story. Even if they are not. It is, of course, common to borrow and reuse slides from other presentations but, when you do so, reformat them to match
your presentation (or always format all your slides the same way so you can “borrow from yourself”
effortlessly).
●● Key elements (title, subtitle, text blocks, etc) should be located in the same place and formatted in
the same way on every slide.
●● Fonts (font type, size, colour, use of bold and italic, etc) should be consistent between slides.
●● Colours should be used in the same way. Text, boxes, lines, border, slide background, etc., should
always be the same colour unless a different colour is being used for a specific effect. Using the
presentation software’s “colour scheme” feature, if available, is a good way to do this.
Of course it’s OK, in fact highly effective, to do something different on a slide to make a key point stand
out or to introduce change. But do so deliberately, for a specific effect, not through inattention.

Animated transitions between slides
Most modern presentation management software offers a variety of transition effects between slides.
Slides can simply disappear and be replaced by the next, or fade out and in, slide off the side of the
screen, or dissolve into little boxes that fly apart. I’ve even seen a new slide led onto the screen by a
small parade of dancing cartoon characters, set to music.
Generally complex transitions add nothing to the presentation and are distracting. I recommend using
a simple transition (personally I favour the “no transition effect” transition) and using it consistently.
Then, you can make sparing use of some other transition effect for specific purposes, such as:
●● Dissolving to indicate the passage of time, while you say something like “later that day…”;
●● Wiping to the side to indicate parallel activity, while you say something like “meanwhile…”;
●● Fade-out and fade-in to do a major topic change, etc.
Don’t succumb to “look what I know how to do” syndrome, using distracting animation effects just
because you can.
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Ending
Your presentation should have an end. (Not “your presentation should end”. Of course it will end, when
you stop talking. But it should have an end – final remarks and a final slide that wrap it up.)
Summarize your argument and your conclusion. If you’re making a recommendation, repeat it in a
simple form. If you’re asking for a decision, end by clearly stating what decision you’re asking for (and
your recommendation if appropriate).
Finally, end with a content-free slide: a blank slide, or a slide just saying “the End” or “Discussion”. Earlier in this document I argued that a “the End” slide shouldn’t be necessary. Now I’ll suggest that, while
I agree it shouldn’t be necessary, it is still a good idea.
●● If your last slide has actual content on it, that content will remain on the screen during the questions
and discussion that inevitably follow a presentation. This tends to make the discussion be about the
last slide instead of the whole presentation. This is OK if the last slide is a summary or a decision
request. If not, a “Discussion” slide will refocus the discussion on the entire presentation.
●● An obvious “end marker” slide will stop you or your assistant from clicking the mouse one too
many times, which could either cause your computer to leave “slide show” mode or cause your first
“backup slide” to be displayed. Both of those scenarios are distractions, and distractions are to be
avoided.

Backup slides
Speaking of “backup slides”, it is a good practice to have a few slides with you that you don’t plan to
use in the main presentation, but that will help you to cover any complex questions that you anticipate
being asked.
If you do bring backup slides, consider putting them in a separate presentation file, which you keep open
and minimized on the presentation computer, rather than the more common practice of putting them at
the end of your main presentation deck. There are several advantages to this:
●● If you need to refer to a backup slide, you can just open the other window, rather than having to
“skip ahead” in your main presentation deck.
●● Backup slides in a separate file won’t be automatically included if the deck is printed or sent to the
participants. You will have more control over whether that additional information is exposed.

Content of the individual slides
We’ve talked about the structure of your overall presentation, taken as a whole, and about things such as
consistency and transition between slides in your presentation. Now let’s talk about the detailed content
within each slide.
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Slides reinforce your key messages
Except for a few special cases like a title page, every slide in your presentation is there to reinforce your
message. Whatever you are saying at a given point in the presentation, the slide being displayed at that
time should support it. The slides don’t have to repeat the message; in fact, they should not. You do not
have to have a bullet point on a slide for every single thing you are planning to say. A couple of points
summarizing your key message or, better still, a diagram, graph, or other illustration that supports your
spoken comments without repeating them, is sufficient.
Be ruthless. Any slide, and any element within a slide, that does not reinforce a key point of your presentation should be deleted.

Quality
Since you have ruthlessly deleted unnecessary slides from your deck, you are presumably left with slides
that are important. So, if they are important, quality matters. If you don’t put some effort into the quality
of your slides, you are conveying the message that you didn’t take this presentation seriously.

Legibility matters
It should go without saying: if you’re going to use a slide, make sure the audience can actually see it.
Text should be legible, diagrams should be comprehensible, and graphs should be clear and easy to
understand.
Font size

For text in bullet points, use a large enough font. In most circumstances,
18-point would be a minimum for legibility, with 24-point being better. Smaller details such as labels on graphs can be 14-point font. Anything smaller than
that won’t be legible, so ask yourself why you need it if it can’t be read.

Font face

Use a simple font with well-recognized character shapes. For many years,
Helvetica (or its cheap imitation, Arial) has been the standard for presentations,
and it still serves well. Use other fonts if it suits your purpose but keep them
simple. A presentation is not the place for “artistic effect” fonts where the audience has to work hard to figure out what the words actually say.
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Contrast

For text to be legible, it needs to
contrast with the background.
Apparently this isn’t obvious, as
it’s common to see grey text on a
steel-blue background, black text
on a dark blue background, etc.
Consider using black text on a
white background – your audience is accustomed to reading
text that is printed that way. If
you need a coloured background
for some purpose, use black text on a light coloured background, or white text
on a dark colour.

Simple backgrounds

The background of your slide can
be anything from a solid colour to
a complex diagram or a photograph. Anything complex will
distract from the message on the
slide, and should be avoided or
used only sparingly.
Personally I recommend a flat
white background. It projects
well, doesn’t distract, and saves
toner if printed. If you need to
use a graphic or photographic background for some purpose, make sure your
text and other graphic elements are legible. Putting them on top of solid fill can
help.
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Colour: decoration or Colour can be used for many
information?
purposes. It can provide
contrast, visually separate
concepts or details, and
make key points stand out
from a larger context. It
should not be used as a mere
decoration – don’t make
your text multi-coloured just
“because it’s pretty”. It isn’t.
If you are using colour to
enhance your message – for
example, making a critical word or datum stand out by colouring it red – keep
a few things in mind:
●● People may print, scan, photocopy, or fax your presentation in Black and
White.
●● Key members of your audience might be colour blind (about 8% of men
and 1% of women).
For these reasons, colour is a great way to enhance or emphasize your message, but colour should not be the only way that some critical piece of information is conveyed.
E.g. I remember a meeting where a project plan was being presented to a board
of directors. On one complex chart, a couple of key task boxes were outlined
in green or red to indicate “complete” or “problem” status, and the colour was
the only indication of the special status of those tasks. Eventually, the board
chairman had to admit that they were red-green colour blind and were not able
to figure out which tasks the group was discussing.

Slides must be error-free
Carefully proofread your slides. Spelling errors, graphic
errors, misaligned columns, and crooked lines that are
supposed to be straight are a distraction. Worse, they
indicate a lack of attention to detail. You can’t expect your
audience to take your presentation seriously if it appears
that you didn’t.

Quality Cratfsmanship
• We take pride in are work
• You can count on us to get evry detail right

Mistakes happen, but your objective is zero errors. None.
Don’t settle for anything else. If you find a mistake, fix it,
no matter how inconvenient that may be.
© 2019
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Number your slides
Use the built-in feature of your presentation software to number your slides. This is a basic courtesy,
allowing your audience to know where they are, to take notes referring to a specific slide, and to refer
back precisely when asking questions.
With Numbered Slides

With Unnumbered Slides

That seems inconsistent with the data you displayed back on slide 4.

●● That seems inconsistent with data on a previous slide… that one with the graph on the
right hand side… can you back up?
●● No, back a little more. Not that one.
●● Yes, there. That seems…. No, wait, was there
a previous slide that looks something like this
one?
●● I think it had a “j” in the title.
●● . . .

Text content
Ultimately, each slide is there because its content enhances your presentation. Let’s look at the content a
little more now. Your slide will contain either text, or graphics, or both.
Here are some considerations for the text content of your slides.

Too much text?
One of the most common (and easiest to avoid) problems is putting too much text on one slide. A slide
should contain at most a few key points, represented by a few words each (or by graphics).
You are probably putting too much on your slide if
●● Many of your bullet points are more than one line long; or
●● You have more than 2 levels of bullet indentation; or
●● You are using tiny fonts – often a result of trying to say too much while respecting some imposed
limit on the number of slides; or
●● There is little white space on your slide; or
●● Your titles contain phrases such as “part 2 of 3”.
Page 42 of 83
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The solution to this might be to break the slide into multiple slides; but the chances are that the real solution is to say less, or at least to put less on your slides. It’s OK – in fact, it’s preferred – to say things in
your remarks that aren’t typed on your slides.

Avoid text-only slides
Slides containing nothing but text (usually in bullet points, worse in paragraphs) are dull. Occasionally
they are unavoidable, but try to make your points using graphic elements, or with the assistance of
graphic elements, when possible. (Further comments on using graphics in a moment.)
You should never have block-paragraphs of text on a
slide, except in rare circumstances (e.g. showing people a
relevant paragraph from a legal decision). You will speak
in paragraphs; your slides are for supporting information.
They are not a transcript of your speech.

Summary of Recommendation
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Quisque in diam leo. Integer blandit nibh at ipsum sagittis, fringilla venenatis nunc
tincidunt. Integer enim est, ultrices vitae aliquam et, elementum non metus. Vivamus fermentum orci in risus fringilla ultricies. In vehicula
dapibus eros. Nullam a laoreet odio, nec consequat augue. Phasellus diam eros, facilisis eu justo gravida, feugiat lacinia neque. Nullam non
turpis sit amet nulla hendrerit porta. Phasellus sed justo ac erat lobortis ultricies. Suspendisse gravida venenatis sem ac pellentesque. Proin
commodo, massa in pellentesque rutrum, mauris velit posuere nulla, sit amet congue orci erat quis ipsum. Fusce rutrum tincidunt ultrices.
Vestibulum tincidunt velit vitae nunc pharetra aliquam.
Sed consectetur, mauris id porttitor lobortis, arcu diam gravida ipsum, nec feugiat elit velit sed tellus. Donec ac aliquet diam, ac vehicula
est. Mauris ac erat ex. Donec ac turpis condimentum felis ultrices commodo. Suspendisse maximus turpis vitae hendrerit dapibus.
Pellentesque ultrices sagittis tortor, vel mollis odio mollis quis. Suspendisse venenatis ut urna a venenatis. Vivamus enim orci, tincidunt
vitae mattis eu, lacinia quis mi. Morbi rutrum suscipit nulla sed eleifend. Maecenas dolor tortor, convallis vitae magna sit amet, eleifend
consequat diam. Suspendisse magna metus, tincidunt quis neque eu, consequat euismod velit. Pellentesque laoreet tellus magna, ut
maximus sapien porttitor aliquam. Morbi laoreet vestibulum nisl. Cras pretium augue vel elementum feugiat. Aenean tortor tellus, cursus
ut libero vel, lobortis pharetra risus. Cras blandit sollicitudin nibh, vitae vulputate eros molestie ac. Nunc purus lacus, sagittis a nulla ut,
faucibus vestibulum elit. Nulla elit lacus, euismod at viverra et, porta vel augue. Pellentesque ultricies elit sed elit ultrices accumsan. In quis
neque pharetra, placerat justo aliquam, lobortis augue. In libero risus, semper ut bibendum ac, egestas vitae lorem. Sed ornare varius nibh,
quis blandit metus posuere quis. Mauris fringilla nulla sem, nec consectetur augue consectetur vitae.

If you put a transcript of your remarks on your slide, here
is what happens:

Sed id vestibulum libero. Maecenas tincidunt nisi ut orci tempus aliquam in in tellus. Integer faucibus fringilla quam, a sollicitudin ante.
Nulla eu suscipit neque. Cras gravida vel dolor a mattis. Praesent tempor nibh at auctor tincidunt. Mauris mollis congue leo ac volutpat.
Quisque tellus lorem, mattis in massa convallis, suscipit tincidunt nisi. Nam aliquet nec est vitae rhoncus. Donec massa leo, porta vitae lacus
maximus, ultrices viverra ex. Vivamus ac nunc quis sem fermentum mollis eget malesuada nibh.
Suspendisse magna metus, tincidunt quis neque eu, consequat euismod velit. Pellentesque laoreet tellus magna, ut maximus sapien
porttitor aliquam. Morbi laoreet vestibulum nisl. Cras pretium augue vel elementum feugiat. Aenean tortor tellus, cursus ut libero vel,
lobortis pharetra risus. Cras blandit sollicitudin nibh, vitae vulputate eros molestie ac. Nunc purus lacus, sagittis a nulla ut, faucibus
vestibulum elit. Nulla elit lacus, euismod at viverra et, porta vel augue. Pellentesque ultricies elit sed elit ultrices accumsan. In quis neque
pharetra, placerat justo aliquam, lobortis augue. In libero risus, semper ut bibendum ac, egestas vitae lorem. Sed ornare varius nibh, quis
blandit metus posuere quis. Mauris fringilla nulla sem, nec consectetur augue consectetur vitae.

●● The audience can pay full attention to what you are
saying, or what the slide is saying, but not both. Vision usually wins.

Ut non semper leo, et maximus diam. Proin nec lorem at velit consequat bibendum vitae ut velit. Morbi lacinia neque a malesuada aliquet.
Nulla at purus lectus. Cras sem eros, euismod nec egestas et, venenatis nec risus. Mauris placerat blandit accumsan. Aenean at mauris ac
quam pulvinar tincidunt ac mollis nisl.

●● So, they are reading your slide. They are not listening.
●● They can probably read faster than you are speaking, so they read ahead. They will get to the end of
the slide while you are still talking.
●● Now they start listening, but you are saying things they have just read, so it’s not news. It will seem
boring to them.
●● Now what? They already know what the slide says, you’re still talking, and it’s not interesting. They
flip ahead in the handouts, or they start looking at their phones. You’ve lost them.

Appropriate fonts
We’ve already mentioned that the choice of font and, especially, font size can affect the readability of your slides.
Fonts also have a “character” that should be matched to
the message of your presentation.
●● Sans-serif fonts such as Helvetica are simple,
straight-forward, and business like.

Advantages
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Responds to Employee Survey Requests
Productivity Improvement
20% Reduction in Operating Costs
Vendor Has Good Local Support
Flexible for Future Expansion

●● Newspaper-sourced fonts such as Times, using
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weighted letters and serifs, are more elegant, more associated with prose and the published word.
They can be good for quotations, and make good italics.
●● Novelty fonts should be use only sparingly. E.g. don’t use “Comic Sans” for a funeral epitaph.
●● Ornate historical fonts such as Old English Gothic are illegible and have no place in a presentation,
ever.
You’ve made a bad font choice if you ever find yourself saying “I know you can’t read this but. . .”
But what? Why are you displaying something that you know I can’t read? And admitting it?

Pattern and structure
Deliberate use of pattern and structure in your text can enhance your message. Unintentional pattern and
structure, or pattern that is broken through inattention, can harm your message.
If you are listing all of the points that argue for or against
an idea, each point should follow the same grammatical
structure.

Survey Results
Question Asked

●● Start each with a verb, or start each with a noun, consistently.

“To what extent do you disagree with the statement that you
didn’t find the service less inadequate than previous
experiences?”

Analysis

• 30% Disagreed that they didn’t find service less inadequate
• 26% Agreed somewhat that they didn’t find service less
inadequate
• 44% Didn’t understand the question. What’s wrong with
these people?

●● Make each point a statement, or a question, consistently.
●● Use present tense, future tense, or past tense, consistently.
●● Write all the points in positive or negative mode, consistently.

●● Generally, keep your points in positive mode, and especially avoid multiple negatives.

Alliteration
If used sparingly, alliteration (making listed concepts
similar by starting them all with the same letter, word, or
phrase) is a powerful way to tie concepts together and is a
powerful memory tool.
To be effective, it shouldn’t be too contrived: the key
words must be among those you would expect someone
to use naturally. And, it should be used sparingly: only for
some most-important set of concepts you would like your
audience to easily remember.
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Year-End Procurement Checklist
Remember the 4 Ps of Year-End IT Procurement
Planned

Are the goods or services in the IT Plan?

Place

Is there room for the equipment in the data
centre?

Power

Is there power (and cooling) available for the
equipment?

Procureable

Is it possible to order and take delivery in time?
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Balance
The balance between things – the number of points on
two sides of an argument, the amount of text on two sides
of a page, or the size of a graphic beside a block of text,
communicates a message.
If you are trying to communicate fairness and due consideration for other points of view, giving equal weight to
multiple viewpoints is appropriate. Equal weight might
mean
●● A similar number of points in a “Pro” and “Con” list;

Pros and Cons
Option

Pro

Con

Build

• Precisely customized to our
exact requirements

• Expensive development
• Errors more likely than in longtested commercial product
• Need to develop custom training
• Need to hire and train
developers

Buy

• Free staff to work on other
priorities
• 3rd-party supports product
• Contracted quality and
performance measures
• Release specialized sills once
no longer needed

• Must accept capability of closest
commercial match.

●● “Pro” and “Con” lists taking up a similar amount of screen space;
●● Similar use of adjectives and superlatives;
●● Equally impressive (or simple) graphics.
Not balancing things like these communicates either a message of preference for some option or a message of bias.
Be sure that the implied balance reflects reality. You can inadvertently (or deliberately) create a misleading view of balance by using more words to describe certain concepts and fewer words to describe
others. The points with more words automatically look more important.

False Balance
Beware of False Balance. Not all options and points of view are equal and using balance when it isn’t
deserved can lend undue weight or credibility to fringe positions.
To use a silly example, a presentation about fire prevention should not give equal space and equal time
to the chemical theory of combustion and the 18th-century theory of phlogiston. One is established
fact supported by an overwhelming majority of evidence, while the other is discredited pre-scientific
superstition. A balanced comparison of the two theories would be appropriate in a historical piece on the
evolution of knowledge, but not in a proposal on how to reduce the risk of fire in a new building.
That example is clearly frivolous, but this is exactly the kind of false balance presented when a journalist feels obliged to invite an anti-vaccination activist, an anti-fluoridation activist, or a climate change
denier to “have their say” in a piece discussing the corresponding field. Do not give equal weight to options and arguments that don’t deserve it. This is your presentation. If some nut wants to argue for their
preferred version of reality, they can make their own presentation.

Use structure to convey structure
Sometimes points you are trying to convey have a natural structure. For example, you may be discussing
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3 options, with “pros and cons” of each.
Don’t try to convey structure by “talking about it” through a list of bullet points. Rather, convey structure by showing it. Use tables or other visual ways to organize the structure of your points. (Even better,
use diagrams or graphs to supplement or entirely replace text, advice which we’ll expand upon below.)
The slide will immediately be simpler and easier to follow.

Alignment and formatting
Simply lining elements up on the page can convey information about them, and indentation can identify
main points and sub-points.
Whatever presentation management software you are using has features to manage the alignment of text,
to make indentation of bullet points consistent, and to align page elements. Learn how to use them. Do
not use the carriage return key, the tab key, or, especially, the space bar to line up your points.
I find it annoying and distracting when elements on a page that are clearly supposed to be lined up are
not. It communicates the message “can’t be bothered”. Your audience may be thinking, “well, if you
can’t be bothered, neither can I”.
You should almost never have multi-line paragraph blocks of text. In the rare cases when it is appropriate to have such a block of text, it should be left-justified, but “ragged-right”. Don’t use the fully
right-justified “newspaper format”. This creates unnatural variable spacing between words in your text,
and also creates a solid rectangular block of ink on the page, which gives undue weight to the visual
element.

Graphic Content
Why graphics?
Text-only presentations are dull, and graphics can greatly enhance them. There are many reasons to use
graphics.
●● Graphics can supplement your text (e.g. a graph or diagram that illustrates points being made in
bullet text), or replace text entirely. Don’t be afraid to use graphics-only slides. If a graph or chart
makes your point clearly, resist the temptation to put bullets on the slide. They aren’t needed, and
can be a distraction.
●● Graphics make large-scale points evident with few or no words by hiding irrelevant detail. (Or they
can do this. It’s possible to put too much detail in a graphic, or to organize it badly, and obscure
meaning in the same way that poorly-used text can do.)
●● Graphics are also language-independent. A picture can communicate a concept to audience members regardless of language spoken, and independent of many other factors such as age and education level.
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Here are a few examples of the kinds of messages that can be clearly and efficiently communicated
through the use of appropriate graphics:
“A is much larger than B or C. In fact, A is larger than
35
B and C combined.”
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

A

C
B

“Trend is sharply upward.”

“While A costs more than B, the increase in profit
more than makes up for it.”
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“Of the 5 activities being performed, activity A consumes two-thirds of the effort, while the others share
the remainder roughly equally.”

“The system architecture is layered and complex.
Most of the effort deals with user input and data retrieval.”
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“The application process takes a long time because
the process is linear and has many steps.”

“The majority of the project’s actions are scheduled to
happen at the same time, near the end of the project.”

To paraphrase an old business slogan, they key to effective graphics is
Use the right graphic, and use the graphic right.

Use the right kind of graphic
The term “graphic” can refer to any number of visual devices on your slide. Be sure you use the right
kind of graphic for the purpose you are trying to achieve. The graphic should support the message or
purpose of your slide – don’t let a graphic become a distraction, with the audience wondering what its
point is instead of listening to you. The purpose of a graphic might, for example, be one of:
Visual display of
Quantitative information (information represented by numbers) is almost
quantitative informa- always best expressed by a graph of some kind. It’s surprising how often I’ve
tion
seen a chart using a busy and near-incomprehensible table of numbers when a
graph would have communicated the desired message much more quickly.
An exception would be budget reviews – there is probably no alternative to
tables of numbers when showing details of budgets and spending. But in most
cases when you are just trying to communicate trends or relative sizes of quantities, use graphs.
By the way, “Visual Display of Quantitative Information” is the title of an excellent book9 on the subject of using graphics to communicate complex information with clarity. It’s inspirational.
9

The Visual Display of Quantitative Information; Edward Tufte; Graphics Press, 1983.
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Illustration

Maps, diagrams, photos, and some graphs, can be used to illustrate concepts.
Display a map with an “X” on it rather than writing a paragraph of text trying
to describe where something took place.

Emotive or Iconic

“Iconic” illustrations or photographs can enhance a slide by showing a person
demonstrating a procedure being discussed, or a person exemplifying an appropriate emotion or attitude. Certain symbols are also universally iconic; e.g. a
large question mark can enhance a slide discussing “things still unknown”.
Make sure your emotive or iconic graphics are relevant. Otherwise they risk
becoming part of the last category:

Decorative

Sometimes graphics are placed on slides for no other purpose than decoration.
You’ll frequently see this when someone is using a template, or is following an
simplistic rule that says “every slide must have a picture on it”.
Don’t do it. If a graphic is only decorative, and is not relevant to the point you
are making, then it will be a distraction. Instead of listening to what you are
saying, the audience will be wondering what the picture has to do with it.
Worse, a decorative picture may convey an unintended meeting. A photo of a
sunset, which you used just because it’s pretty, says “sunset” to the audience
and may convey the meaning that some service or idea is reaching the end of
its useful lifetime. That’s a dangerous message to send unintentionally.

Graphic design elements
The best presentation developers I have known have been formally-trained graphic designers, and that is
probably not a coincidence. If you want to develop great presentations, take a graphic design course or
read a book on that topic. I would recommend that rather than many of the more common “presentation
skills” courses that are really just “how to invoke the myriad features of PowerPoint”. A beautiful design
will be beautiful and effective with or without advanced PowerPoint features; but all the PowerPoint
features you can muster will not make up for a bad design.
We can’t begin to cover graphic design theory here, but here are a few important concepts:
Graphic Elements
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Graphics are made up of simpler elements: lines, shapes, images, etc. Every
graphic is like a microcosm of your whole presentation: the right number of
elements (not too few or too many) should be used consistently, with attention
to quality, and always focused on achieving a specific goal.

© 2019



White Space

White space is one of the most
important elements of graphic
design: the area where there is
nothing on the page is an important part of the image. You don’t
have to fill in all the white space
with text or pictures. In fact, you
shouldn’t.
Pay attention to where you place
white space on your slide – it
should be the result of a deliberate
design decision, not simply running out of things to type.10

Negative Space

Negative Space is related to white space and refers to using the absence of
content as information. For example, in a table with most of the cells filled, an
empty cell informs just by being empty.

Now, let’s cover some specific suggestions for certain common kinds of graphic elements.

Images
Images enhance a slide and support your message, but there are important factors to consider.
As we’ve already discussed, an image should be relevant to the topic being discussed, not just decorative. It should also be tasteful and appropriate to the audience to whom you will be presenting. Don’t use
images that will make your audience uncomfortable unless that is the objective of your presentation.
Once you are choosing from among relevant images, pay attention to image quality. Using a poor quality
image is like making a spelling mistake in your text: it says you don’t care, or that you can’t be trusted
to pay attention to details. (As an exception, on rare occasions you might deliberately use a low quality
image to create a specific effect, such as a sense of age and history, or of tension.)
Some points that merit attention include:

10 VW “Think Small” advertising campaign art directed by Helmut Krone, 1959.
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Prominent and clear
subject

It should be obvious what the subject of the image is, and that should be relevant. On a slide discussing some species of bird, a clear photo of the bird in
question would be appropriate. A wide-angle photo of a meadow, where you
have to explain that the tiny dot in the distance is the bird, would not be appropriate. On the other hand, that same photo of the meadow would be appropriate
on a slide discussing the bird’s habitat.

Clear and in focus

The image must be sharp: neither out of focus nor blurred from motion (unless
high-speed motion or blurriness of perception is the point of the image). If you
use commercial “stock photography” images, you can count on them being
sharp. Your vacation photos might not be. Don’t use a poorly-focused or blurry
image just because you have it on hand.

High resolution

Your slide might be printed, and will probably be projected onto a large screen,
so any images embedded in the slide need to be of high enough resolution to
survive such magnification. Small images screen-captured directly from web
pages are probably not high-enough resolution and will appear “pixelated”
when printed or projected. Generally you should get the highest resolution (i.e.
largest) images you can, and then resize them downward to fit your slide. If you
lack the software or knowledge to manage resolution and resize images, get
help. It’s important.

Copyright

Most images other than those you made yourself are copyright protected, and
just because you found an image on a web page doesn’t mean you have permission to use it. Be sure that images you use are properly licensed, in the public
domain, or have been released by their copyright owner, especially for use in
public, and especially if you or the host are being paid for the event.

Graphs
Advice on the use of graphs comes down to the same advice given for images and text: take the time
to get it right. Don’t just “throw numbers into Excel and click the Graph button”. You’ll get a graph,
but it’s unlikely it will be the right graph, and likely the quality will be lacking. Learn how to use the
graph selection and customization tools in your software of choice – the default settings are rarely ideal.
Sometimes, you may even have to “hand-draw” a graph in a drawing package to get the precise effect
you want. (The graph “A is much larger than B or C” on page 47 was hand-drawn using basic shapes
because Excel didn’t offer the features to get the pieces displayed in the precise way I wanted.)
First, select the right kind of graph for the point you are trying to make or support. While there are
many graph types available, all graphics software will support at least the basic 3 kinds: line graphs, bar
graphs, and pie charts. These are intended for different situations.
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Line graphs

Line graphs, the graphs we all
learned how to draw in school, are
primarily for showing the change
of some important quantity over
time (e.g. dollars spent through
the life of a project), or the change
of one quantity as another one
changes through a range (e.g. the
viscosity of a lubricant as temperature increases). In the most
common form, dots or other
markers are used to show the actual data points and those are connected by
lines to make the trend more evident.
Line graphs are not appropriate
to show different values that are
not related to the passage of time
or the continuous change of some
other quantity. For example, it
would make no sense to use a line
graph to show the number of cup
holders in 4 different models of
car (since there is no “time dimension” along which to show a
trend), but it would make sense
to use one to show how the number of cup holders in cars has increased for the
last 20 years.

Bar graphs
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On the other hand, bar graphs
(unfortunately called column
charts in Excel) are appropriate to
show how different quantities
relate, not to time, but to one
another. So they are the appropriate tool for those cup holders.
Conversely, don’t use them to
show change over time. That’s
what line graphs are for.
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Pie charts

Pie charts are used to show how
the quantity of each item in a
collection relates to the size of the
whole collection. They are the
perfect way to say something like
“Approximately 70% of the
population are right-handed, while
only about 1% are ambidextrous”.
Pie charts are ideal when you
don’t care what the values of several items are, but only how they
relate to one another or to the total. In this example, we don’t care how many
people are in each set, only their relative proportions. If the number of people,
not their relative proportion, is the point you wish to make, use a bar chart.

Stacked or combined Most graphics packages will allow you to combine multiple sets of data in one
graphs
graphic. For example, you can have multiple data sets in a bar chart, and you
can show the data sets either side-by-side or stacked on top of one another.
These can be powerful techniques to display more complex data, but be careful.
Such charts can become cluttered quickly. Don’t try to fit more than a couple of
concepts into a chart, and do it because it makes an important point, not because you’re trying to put too much information on a slide.
The Pareto Chart is a good
example. This chart, often used in
quality analysis, shows a set of
values as a bar chart, in descending order of size, and the
cumulative “running total” of
those values as a line on the same
graph. If the bars are representing
faults or resource requirements in
a process, the “running total” line
makes it obvious where the cutoff
for 80% effort lies. (The “Pareto
Principle” is that the last 20% of effort in a multi-part project is often not worth
the investment; or that the first 80% of effort is generally sufficient.)
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Badly used, stacked graphs,
especially stacked bar graphs, can
be misleading. Be sure that the
way in which the combined data
sets are perceived delivers a
meaningful message. For example, if you stack multiple data
sets on top of one another in a bar
chart, the reader’s eye will assign
meaning to the total combined
height of the stack, even if that is
meaningless. You might have some reason to show “age” and “shoe size”
beside one another (or, even better, with “age” as the x-axis and “shoe size” as
the y-axis) but don’t stack them, because the height of the combined “age +
shoe size” bar is meaningless, but is the first thing the audience will perceive.
Once you have the right kind of graph selected, pay attention to quality. Using a poor quality graph is
like making a spelling mistake in your text: it says you don’t care, or that you can’t be trusted to pay
attention to details.
●● Minimize unnecessary components and clutter. For example, avoid using a “legend” on a graph
unless it’s really necessary. It’s never necessary if you have only a single data set, and may not be
necessary with multiple data sets if you can label them directly. Note that in the five example graphs
immediately above, only one has a legend.
●● Especially avoid the graph with a large number of
data sets, colour coded with the default colours, and
distinguished only by a complex legend. This problem
is most common with pie charts with a large number
of slices. It’s annoying to your audience if you make
them try to figure out which pie slice is the light-magenta slice vs. the mauve, dark-magenta, or purple
slices, in order to be able to interpret the legend. (This
horrible situation is rendered even worse if your chart
is reproduced in greyscale.) Your chart shouldn’t be
that complex anyway, but if it has to be, label the
slices directly, don’t rely on a legend.
●● All the components should be large enough to see. For example, you will usually have to manually
increase the size of your axis labels. Increasing the weight (thickness) of the markers and lines in a
line graph will also improve its legibility.
●● Speaking of axis labels: label your axes, unless they are obvious. For example, if the data labels on
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the x-axis are obviously dates, you probably don’t need an axis title that says “date”. However, the
y-axis almost always needs a title. Be sure the units are clear, too. Are those numbers exact, or are
they in thousands? Is that resource axis measuring number of people or salary dollars?
●● Ensure the colours of key components are well-chosen to be clearly visible, and to be distinguishable from one another.
Finally, ensure your graph is honest – that it does not misrepresent information, either accidentally or
deliberately. (See How to Lie with Statistics11 for a humorous account of how graphs can misrepresent
information.) A few examples of things to watch out for:
Prefer zero-based axes

Generally the Y-axes of graphs should start from zero. A graph with a
Y-axis that starts from a number higher than zero (which your graphing
software will often do by default) over-emphasizes the difference between
similar numbers.
For example, consider the following two graphs, which display exactly the
same data. The only difference is where the Y-axis starts and ends. One
suggests there is little change over time, while the other suggests dramatic
growth.

Compare apples to apples Related to using zero-based Y-axes: If you are comparing two graphs,
ensure that the X- and Y-axes are on the same scale. The audience will
compare the graphs visually, and will not take into account differences of
scale.

11 How to Lie With Statistics; Darrell Huff & Irving Geis; 1954; Reprinted 1993 by WW Norton.
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For example, quickly glance at the following two graphs (imagine them
being side-by-side on a slide). Who scored higher, the men or the women?

The women received the higher scores. The chart creates the impression
that the men were superior by using different Y-axis scales for the two
graphs.
Irregularly-spaced dates
as X-axis

When graphing something against time (i.e. the X-axis is dates) and if the
dates are not equally spaced, be sure that gaps appear in the graph of an
appropriate size to create the correct impression of the time spans.
For example, the following two graphs display exactly the same data, a
project with a 5-year gap between start-up and completion activities. But
in the left graph the available data points are equally spaced across the
X-axis, while in the right one they are spaced according to the gaps between the dates. See the different impression that is created? One looks
like steady progress, while the other shows the long gap of inactivity. One
is misleading; one is not.

Older versions of Excel do the equal spacing by default, which is often not
what you want when graphing against unequally-spaced dates, unless you
tell it not to by selecting the option called “scatter graph”.
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Misleading 2-D and 3-D
objects

Be careful when using graph elements that have more dimensions than the
quantities you are trying to display. For example, if you are displaying the
price of different products, “price” is a one-dimensional quantity: it’s just
a number. If you display this one-dimensional quantity as a bar chart, the
audience’s mind will perceive a two-dimensional quantity: the height and
width of the bars. This can be misleading, especially if different charts use
different bar widths.
For example, the following two charts display exactly the same data. Do
you see how the two give different impressions of the difference between
the prices? Your mind is comparing the area of the bars, not their height.

This effect can be increased by using the trendy “3-dimensional” bar
graphs, in which perspective depth is added to the bars.
Now your mind is comparing the volume of the bars, not their height.
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Since the “depth” information
on these 3-D bars is meaningless anyway, why not increase
it? That makes the chart look
even more impressive, and
confuses the difference
between the values even
more.

A famous and misleading example of this phenomenon is the trick of using
pictures of known solid objects instead of bars, with their height representing desired quantities.
Fifty years ago, Huff’s book
How to Lie with Statistics
contained hand-drawn examples of such misleading graphs.
In one, two bags of money are
shown, one twice the height
of the other, to indicate a
doubling of some economic
indicator. However, the reader perceives much more than
a twofold difference, since
the volume of the larger bag
is much more than twice the
volume of the smaller.
So, generally don’t use 2-dimensional, or especially 3-dimensional, shapes
to represent 1-dimensional data. Since bar charts violate this rule (bars
being 2-dimensional shapes representing 1-dimensional quantities), use
them carefully, keep the bars to a moderate width, don’t use different bar
widths on charts that are meant to be compared to one another, and avoid
the meaningless and misleading 3-dimensional bars.
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Linear scales

You should almost always use normal, linear scales on graphs. Use log
scales only if you are making a technical presentation to a suitably-trained
scientific audience. (Even then, make sure that you clearly point out that
the scale is logarithmic.) Most people in a non-scientific audience (and
even some in a scientific audience) do not know how to interpret a log
scale, and using one will be misleading.
The following two graphs display exactly the same data. The one on the
left has normal linear scales, while the one on the right uses a logarithmic
Y-axis.

Clearly the message of the two charts is quite different. Most people would
not notice or understand the log-scale on the right-hand graph, and would
incorrectly think the relationship is linear, or even that the data is decreasing slightly with time.
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Tables
While tables can be used to lay out complex text on a page, they can also be considered as graphics,
especially if they are simple and used with icons and indicators rather than blocks of text. Consider the
following points when employing tables.
Is a table really the right
tool? Consider a graph

The first thing you should ask yourself is whether a table is the right tool
at all. If you are developing a table with multiple rows and columns containing numbers, consider whether a graph would be a better choice. It
often would.

Few rows and columns

To be effective as a graphic, a table should have a small number of rows
and columns, with the internal cells large enough that the audience can
actually read the contents.
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Main point stands out
clearly

Tables are most effective if they make a simple point, and if that point
stands out at a glance. A very effective technique to achieve this is to have
most of the cells of the table blank, and to use graphic icons in just a few
places to draw attention to specific points.

In this table the audience is immediately drawn to the fact that there is
something wrong with the concept phase of the main theatre part of this
construction project.
Be careful with specialty Graphic icons such as the “check mark” and “x” above are very effective
fonts
ways to communicate simple concepts. However, be careful how you use
them, and protect yourself against unpleasant surprises if you are preparing
a presentation on one computer but will be projecting it from a different
one.
For example, the above “check mark” and “x” characters are from a specialty font, called Wingdings, which happens to be available on my computer. However, it’s not a standard font and might not be available on the
computer in the conference centre where I make my presentation. If I just
use the text characters from the font, I may be surprised to find the cells
in my table blank, or filled with little blank boxes or incorrect characters,
instead of the characters I had in mind.
To protect yourself from this, you can save any specialty characters as
small images and insert the images, not the text characters, in the appropriate places in your presentation. This way they are not dependent on the text
fonts loaded onto the computer in question. In the table above, for example,
the “check mark” and “x” symbols are small images, not text characters.
I did that by typing them in a separate PowerPoint file, copying them, and
then doing a paste as picture into this document.
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Legibility

Finally, as with all slide components, pay attention to legibility of your
tables.
●● Make the row and column titles, and the cell contents, large enough to
be easily read.
●● Use borders between rows and columns sparingly, and ensure that they
don’t overpower the content of the table.
●● Avoid the use of shaded rows and columns, as they reduce the contrast
and make the contents harder to read.

Hyper-complex elements
It’s surprising how often one sees slides containing graphics that are too busy and complex to read. This is almost
always a bad idea. What’s the point of displaying something that can’t be read?
First of all, it can’t be read, so it fails to communicate anything useful. Second, it communicates your lack of attention to detail and your disregard for the audience. Third,
it may distract the audience from your spoken remarks, as
they focus their attention on trying to read the over-complex graphic.
On rare occasions, a hyper-complex graphic can have a use.
●● If the complexity is the message: what you want to communicate is “this is really complicated – too
complicated to understand; let us simplify it for you”; or
●● If the illegibility of the graphic is the topic of discussion, e.g. in a critique.
In such cases, it’s important that you say to the audience, “you are not expected to be able to read this”,
as soon as or before the graphic appears on screen, so you hold their attention before the graphic distracts it.
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Slide background
There is a special graphic worth remembering: the background of your slides. We already mentioned this once, on
page 40, when recommending against the use of cluttered background images behind text.
Slide backgrounds can be simple or complex, solid colours or patterns. The background can reinforce corporate
branding, or a presentation theme. It can enhance your
presentation or distract from it.
There is no “right” background, but as with every other
part of your presentation, you need to think about it and
make conscious decisions designed to reinforce your message. If you just pick a “presentation theme” from your presentation software, you will likely get a pretty
coloured background pattern that is somewhere between unhelpful and harmful.
Some specific recommendations:
●● Standard components that appear on the background of every page create a sense of uniformity in
your presentation. Keep these to the margins, though.
●● Keep the main centre area of your slide clear of distractions – it should be a solid colour, either light
or dark. Pictures and images in the background of the main playing field of the slide (such as the
example above) blend with your text and graphics, and interfere with the legibility of the slide.
●● Dark backgrounds (with light text) project better in a darkened room, and are well-suited to graphics-heavy presentations or presentations using a lot of photographs. However, they are less effective
in a brightly-lit room, and are more expensive to print. Dark backgrounds on printed handouts also
make it hard for your audience to write notes on the slides.
●● Light backgrounds (with dark text) project better in a brightly-lit room, and print better and at lower
cost. They are better for emphasizing text and graphs, and can be easier to read since we grow up
accustomed to reading black ink on white paper. Light backgrounds also make it easier for your
audience to take notes on printed copies of the slides.
Personally, I prefer to use black text on a white background for most slides, with occasional use of colour on a white background for emphasis. For formal presentations in a darkened theatre, I use white or
yellow text on a dark blue background.

Consistency within each slide
Earlier we discussed how ensuring you have consistency between slides in your presentation gives a
sense of uniformity and continuity. It’s also important to have consistency within each individual slide
(except when you deliberately use inconsistency to achieve specific effects).
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If elements of your slide are inconsistent in phrasing, structure, or appearance for no good reason, it
sends an unwanted message of “little attention to detail”, and distracts from the story you are trying to
tell.

Consistency in text phrases
If your slide contains multiple segments of text – bullet points, phrases, sentences, etc., ensure that they
are consistent in phrase structure. For example, in a list of bullet points:
●● Write all the points in the same mode (imperative, declarative, interrogative, etc);
●● Write all the points positive or all the points negative;
●● Start all the points with the same kind of word: verb, noun, adjective;
●● Write all the points in the same tense (past, present, future);
●● Write all the points in the same voice (active or passive);
●● Be consistent in whether you’re writing complete sentences, fragments, or just key words;
●● Capitalize all the phrases in the same way.
Your points are much harder to follow if they are constantly changing mode, voice, tense, and so on.
If you need to have points that are of different types (e.g. if you need positive and negative statements to
make a point), then group them together in a way that the structure helps organize the points. For example, use a table with “Pro” and “Con” columns to group positive and negative phrases.

Consistency in text formatting
Aside from what the text on your slide says, how it appears should also be consistent. When some of the text on
a slide appears different from the rest, the eye is drawn to
it. Do this on purpose when it’s appropriate, but don’t let it
happen accidentally through a lack of care.
●● All the text on the page should be the same font. Or, if
different fonts are used, then they should be used in a
planned, consistent manner for some purpose. Rarely
should you have more than two fonts on a slide.

Advantages
1. Responds to Employee Survey
Requests
2. Productivity Improvement
3. 20% Reduction in Operating Costs
4. Vendor Has Good Local Support
5. Flexible for Future Expansion

●● All the text on the page should be the same font size,
or different sizes should be used in a planned, consistent manner.
●● All the text on the page should be the same font style (plain, bold, or italic), with different styles
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used sparingly, consistently, and to achieve specific effects.
●● All the text on the page should be the same colour, with additional colours used sparingly, consistently, and only to achieve specific effects such as emphasizing a key word or phrase.
●● Blocks of text should be properly aligned to one another, and the internal alignment and indentation
marks should be consistent between all the bullets and blocks of text.
It’s a particular pet peeve of mine when bullet points have slightly different amounts of white space
between the bullet and the text, or slightly different indentation of the overflow text on subsequent
lines (usually because the author was indenting with the space bar instead of learning how to use the
presentation software’s formatting features). I find it annoying that the author couldn’t be bothered
to get that right, and it can devalue an otherwise good presentation.

Consistency in graphics
We encourage the use of graphics on slides, to supplement or replace blocks of text. Within a slide,
ensure that all the graphic elements are consistent with one another, unless an inconsistency is deliberately used to draw the eye or emphasize a point. Considerations could include:
●● When drawing diagrams with boxes, lines, and other
shapes, be consistent. Use the same shape for the
same concept everywhere. E.g. if you use a rectangle
to indicate a step in a process diagram, then use a
rectangle for all the steps; don’t use a rectangle some
of the time and a circle other times. If most of your
shapes are rectangles but one is a circle, you’re telling
the audience there is something different or special
about that item. That’s useful if it’s true, but distracting if it’s an accident.
●● Use the same style for connecting lines unless there
is a reason not to. Lines should have the same weight, style (dotted or solid), and colour unless you
mean them to be different.
●● Be careful with arrowheads. Use them where they make sense, but be careful that they appear on the
correct ends of the lines, and that they don’t appear on lines where they are inappropriate. Use the
same kind of arrowhead everywhere unless there is a reason to use different ones.
The default arrowheads produced by many programs are rarely large enough to be conspicuous. If
the directionality indication is important, use the formatting controls of your graphics software to
make the arrowheads larger. And if the directionality is not important, eliminate the arrowheads.
●● Use straight lines, or cornered lines, or curved lines, consistently.
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●● Use consistent colours for the outlines and the shading of all objects. Objects that are different colours will stand out; use that to highlight special items, not by accident or for decoration.
●● If you use shadows, use them sparingly and consistently – if some items have shadows and some
don’t, you may be sending confusing messages. Also, remember there is only one imaginary “light
source” casting the shadows, so all the shadows should be the same size, and should fall in the same
direction under, and the same distance from, their parent objects.
●● Don’t mix 2-D and 3-D items on a single chart.
●● Be consistent in the type and quality of images. Use cartoon illustrations, low-quality clip-art, or
high-quality photographs, but use them consistently. Don’t put a high-quality photo and a low-quality downloaded clip-art image on the same slide unless you intend to use the quality difference to
communicate some point.
●● Be consistent in the placement of objects relative to one another. Centre them all, or align them all,
but don’t let their locations appear haphazard except when you are trying to communicate a sense of
haphazardness or disorganization.

Gimmicks
Most presentation software packages have a rich set of “special effects” features, which can be used to
great effect for special purposes. Unfortunately, in my experience, they are more often used just “because they are there”, or because they are a novelty, or to show that the author knows how to do it. When
special effects are used for no good purpose, but just because they are there, let’s call them “gimmicks”.
Avoid gimmicks. They add nothing to your presentation and are a distraction.
Let’s discuss some of the more common features that have legitimate uses, but are often just gimmicks.

Builds
“Builds” is the generic term for a slide whose components
do not all appear at the moment the slide is displayed.
Instead, some of them appear one at a time, each time the
mouse is clicked. The typical use is where your first bullet
point appears alone until you are finished talking about it,
then the next point appears, and so on. The idea is to prevent the audience from “reading ahead” on your slide and
to force them to pay attention to the point you are on now.

Builds
• I’m Presenting My Points
• One at a Time
• To Make Sure
• You Pay Attention
• To Me
• Because Obviously
• You Can’t Be Trusted

Builds are part of the standard repertoire of many presenters, and many “how to make presentations” courses
recommend them. They can certainly be useful – some
examples follow. However, in general I consider them more of a gimmick, and I don’t recommend them.
I have seen more presentations harmed by builds than helped by them.
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There are several reasons I don’t generally like builds.
●● They are a sign of distrust. I’m saying that I don’t trust the audience to pay attention to me, and
that I have to withhold information from them until I think they are ready to consume it. I find that
inappropriate. You should hold the audience’s attention by being interesting, not by withholding
information from them.
●● They force you to have bullet points that correspond closely to what you are saying, and they force
you to keep your eye on the screen to ensure you are in sync. Neither of those are good practice.
Your slides should be a general summary of your points, or should contain additional information
that supports what you are saying. They should not be a transcript.
●● Builds react in different ways – none of them good – when your slides are printed or turned into
PDF files. Information might be lost by being printed “under” subsequent builds, and at least any
effect the builds had to hold back information as a surprise is lost. It’s becoming quite common for
PDF versions of your slides to be distributed in advance to audience members, so this is an effect
you definitely need to consider.
●● The worst phenomenon is something I see surprisingly often – presenters who behave as though the
builds were not their idea, and are an inconvenience. The classic case of this is the presenter who is
having someone else advance their slides for them, and, when moving to a new slide that contains
builds, says something like
“Next slide please. Click again please. And again. Just keep clicking until the whole slide
appears. A little more. No, that was too far [after the next slide advances], back up one click
please. [Now wait while the operator, who doesn’t know how to back up one slide, fumbles with
pop-up menus.] OK.”,
then proceeds to make the remarks this slide was intended to support. I see this frequently and I find
it surprising and annoying. Where did the builds come from if you didn’t put them there? And if you
don’t want them, why did you use them?
Builds do have legitimate and powerful uses, such as
●● Conveying the sequence of steps and the process of discovery as part of your message. For example,
you might pose a question, then suggest an experiment, then provide the results obtained, as separate builds to share the process of discovery with the audience.
●● Using “question – answer” builds to engage the audience.
●● Introducing steps in a complex argument or components of a complex diagram in an incremental
way to aid comprehension.
●● Effecting a “surprise” for some kind of dramatic effect. To use a trivial example, if you are telling a
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joke you don’t reveal the “punch line” up front.
If you are using build effects, you can get more control over what happens when your slides are printed
or saved as PDFs by “simulating” the builds: using consecutive slides that are identical except for the
build effect you are trying to achieve.

Animation on builds and graphics
Most presentation software allows you to animate the manner in which build components appear on
screen. Components can simply appear, “fly in” from the edges, dissolve in and out of existence, zoom
in from very small, etc.
Generally such animations add nothing to the meaning of your slide, and they are a distraction since the
eye is strongly drawn toward motion. A simple “appear”, “fade in”, or “dissolve in” effect is sufficient.
More conspicuous animation is sometimes useful, to deliberately draw attention to a new component
that has appeared in a complex diagram, or as a special effect to create humour or surprise.
Again, remember that the animation will be lost if the slides are printed or made into PDFs, so ensure
that the motion is not the sole means by which some essential information is being conveyed.

Gradient shading
Gradient shading, shading an object so the colour smoothly transitions from one hue to another, is
another technique that has legitimate uses, can be powerful, but is often used for no good reason just
because it’s pretty or looks sophisticated.
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Don’t use them just to show off that you know how, or just
because they’re pretty.
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Gradients are an ideal way to communicate the concept
of a continuous smooth transition between states: a project gradually falling behind in its resource acquisition, a
part gradually wearing out, a person gradually developing
needed expertise, etc. Gradients also simulate the way
light reflects off of 3-dimensional objects, so they can
be effective to enhance the 3-dimensional appearance of
objects when that is appropriate.

Status

●● They make files larger, and they slow down many
printers (and, in fact, will cause some printer drivers to crash).
●● They don’t reproduce well if printed in black and white or at lower resolution.
●● Be especially careful if you place them as the background behind text: ensure that all of the text is
readable against the changing background. The changing colour of the gradient makes it difficult to
maintain good, readable contrast for all of the text on top of it.
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●● Don’t use gradient shading for text itself: we are accustomed to reading solid-coloured text. Gradient
shaded text is harder to comprehend at a glance, and
will distract your audience’s attention.

3-D and shadows
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Shadows cast under text or an object make it appear to
float above the page. This can be useful to make annotations stand out from the diagram they annotate, or to separate “aside” comments from the main content of a slide.

Project Resourcing

19
99
-0
828

We’ve already mentioned 3-D once, explaining that
incorrect use of 3-D objects in graphs can be misleading.
Outside graphs, 3D can make objects in a diagram seem
solid, which may be a useful effect. Do it if it achieves
a specific purpose. Don’t do it just to show off that you
know how.

Status

So, by all means use 3-D and shadows if there is a specific
effect you are trying to achieve. Don’t use them as a mere “gee whizz” effect. That’s a gimmick and a
distraction.
If you are going to shadow a block of text, fill the block
background solid and shadow the entire block’s outline –
don’t use shadows on the individual text characters, since
such shadows blend visually with the text, making it seem
fuzzy and making it harder to read.

White-fill and shadow
the box containing
your text to make it
stand out.

Sound
Most presentation software is capable of embedding sound
clips in a slide, and having them play either automatically
or when you click a button.

Shadows applied
directly to the text
characters themselves
clutter the text and
make it harder to
read.

Sound clips can be useful for special purposes such as
playing a sample of a bird song in a presentation about wildlife, playing a sample of a subject speaking,
or playing an audio greeting or endorsement.
However, there are shortcomings and potential problems with sound clips.
●● You may not know until it’s too late whether the computer and associated equipment in your presentation venue will work with your sound. Does the computer have speakers? Do they require
power, and is that available? Is the computer wired into the room’s sound system? Is that set up
properly, turned on, and volume-adjusted? If you click “play” on your sound clip and it doesn’t
work, you have lost your window and set back your credibility – you don’t get a second chance.
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●● Obviously your sound clip doesn’t print, so the information will be lost if a hard-copy or PDF of the
file is passed on to others or stored for posterity.
If you are going to use sound clips, there are some precautions you should take.
●● Embed the clip in such a way that you have control over when it plays – don’t rely on it playing
automatically after a fixed time. You’ll want it to come out at exactly the right moment: neither
while you are still making your introductory remarks, nor after an embarrassing silence.
●● Double-check that playing the sound actually works, on the actual equipment in the actual venue on
the actual day. If it doesn’t work or you have any doubts about its reliability, get help.
Don’t use sound clips as a gimmick. Engine zooms or car crash noises as animated objects fly onto the
screen add nothing to your presentation and are a distraction (unless your presentation is specifically
designed as entertainment for a juvenile or informal audience).

Embedded video
All of the above comments on embedded sound clips apply to embedded video clips as well. They can
be a powerful feature of a presentation, or a troublesome distraction. Use them for a purpose, not as a
decoration, and keep them short.
There are even more ways for video technology to fail than there are for sound. Graphics drivers affect
the video, and the video CODEC (the internal representation of the video in the file) used by your video
clip may not be available on the venue’s presentation computer.
It’s critical that you test your ability to play the video on the actual venue equipment, before you depend
on such a technique. Test the video on the venue projector, not just the venue computer. It’s not uncommon to encounter a computer that is able to play a video on its local screen but not out through a projector, since a different video card, or a different path through the same video card, is used.
If your video is accompanied by sound, all the sound checks above apply too. Make sure the sound
works, and that you know how to turn off the “mute” feature and adjust the volume.

Editing
We’ve all seen bad presentations, and many of them suffer from rather simple faults: they are too long,
or the content is of low quality. Many of the bad presentations I have seen could have been substantially
improved just by more attention to editing.
●● Edit your remarks and your slide deck mercilessly. By all means start by including everything you
might conceivably want to say. Be expansive. Go into detail. Put things in just because they interest
you. Then delete most of it.
●● Question every slide’s right to exist. Chances are that many of the slides you have prepared are not
essential to the presentation.
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●● On each slide, question every point’s and every object’s right to exist. Chances are your slides have
content that is not essential to the presentation.
●● Simplify both the overall structure of your presentation, and the content of individual slides, until
there is nothing you could remove or shorten without harming your message.
●● Next, proofread carefully. There should be no spelling or grammar errors in your slides. Start with
the spelling checker, but remember that the spelling checker only assures you that each word is a
real word, not that it is the right word. You actually have to proofread. Then, take a break of several hours or several days, and proofread again. You’ll find errors that escaped your notice before
through over-familiarity with the work. Have a third party proofread your work and they’ll find
even more errors. Remember that your audience is seeing the slides for the first time – they will spot
those errors that you’ve become too numb to see.
●● Finally, make additional passes through your deck for consistency and quality. Make the fonts
consistent, align objects, clean up diagrams, and so on. Don’t accept any errors in your work. You’ll
probably miss some; If you start by tolerating errors, there will be more. Every error you project on
that screen reduces the impact of your presentation.

PowerPoint specifics
Until now, we’ve tried to remain software-independent in our comments. Now let’s acknowledge that,
at the time this is being written, Microsoft PowerPoint is the most widely-used presentation software.
PowerPoint has its own quirks, features, abilities, and weaknesses, so this section contains some specific
comments and suggestions.

Gimmicks
We’ve already talked about gimmicks: special effects used for no good purpose, but just as “gee-whizz”
decorations. PowerPoint has a lot of these. It has builds, animations, a scripting engine, a rich clip art
library, a rich library of templates, and the ability to manipulate and distort text.
Nothing more to say on gimmicks, but I felt it was worth repeating: use special effects when there is a
specific reason to do so, when they support a point you are trying to make, and use them sparingly. Don’t
give in to “look what I know how to do” syndrome.

Slide show navigation
If you will be projecting slides with a computer and projector, learn how to use PowerPoint’s slide show
navigation controls. It’s frustrating, even embarrassing, to see a presenter who doesn’t know the basics
of running the software, like how to start the slide show, or how to back up one slide. (Why is backing
up one slide such a challenge for so many presenters?) Learn the slide show controls thoroughly, and
look like a pro. Here are some specific suggestions:
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●● If possible, have a keyboard within reach, and use it instead of the mouse to control your slides.
●● Now you can use the “page down” or “right arrow” keys to advance one slide, and the “page up” or
“left arrow” keys to go back one slide.
●● Type a number and hit return to go to that numbered slide.
●● Touch B (for Blank) to temporarily blank out the screen, and B again to restore it.
●● If a second person is driving the slides for you, make sure they know how to run the software, including how to back up. Do this before you start – don’t teach them to use the computer during your
presentation.

Fine-tuning printing
Unless you prevent it, your presentation will almost certainly by printed, even if you didn’t design it
with that in mind. So, you need to think about the effect printing will have on your slides and take measures to make sure that the results are acceptable.
Some of the undesirable effects that you may experience when your presentation is printed include:
●● Builds won’t work. What will actually happen depends on the structure of your slides, but a typical
outcome is that all the content is simply placed on the page as though the builds were not there. If
you are building slide objects on top of one another, this means the lower ones may not be visible at
all.
●● Colours will look different since the colour gamut of printers and computer monitors is different.
Distinctions between similar colours may be amplified or diminished.
●● Your presentation may be printed on a black and
white printer, and colours will be translated to grey
scale, or to all-black. Contrast between backgrounds
and foreground text that worked in colour may not
work in black and white.
●● Low-resolution images that looked OK on the computer screen may pixelate and look bad on a printed
page.

Presentation

User Input
Management

Authentication

Input
Triggers

Workﬂow
Engine

Rules
Repository

Response
Management

Form
Validation

Output
Tailoring

Summarizer

Data
Retrieval

Analysis

Language
Translation

Common
Look & Feel

Accessibility
Annotation

CLF
Templates

Data
Visualization

Data
Repository

Legacy
Databases

Replicator

Data
Dictionary

Storage
Fabric

●● Large images and, especially, large areas of solid-filled colour will slow the printing process and consume large amounts of ink or toner. If those
big filled areas didn’t add any real value, your audience will be annoyed.
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The solution is simple: test print to identify problems, and fix them.
●● If printing slides with overlapping builds is causing important information to be obscured, restructure so this doesn’t happen. Either move the slide content so the elements don’t overlap, or “simulate” builds by using multiple slides to create the desired effect, taking control of what is printed.
●● Learn the PowerPoint settings and adjustments to tune what happens when a colour presentation is
printed in black and white. These controls are not front-and-centre on the main window, and take a
bit of learning. Find them and learn them. Some of the things you can do include:
»» Colour-filled objects can be set to print as solid white with a black outline. This is useful for
text in coloured boxes, where the default rendering into black and white sometimes results in
black or grey text on black or grey boxes.
»» Complex graphics can be set to print in realistic greyscale, or in a lighter-toned greyscale that
uses less ink and is less imposing on the page.
»» Expensive or intrusive graphics such as solid coloured backgrounds can be set to not print at all
when printed in black and white.
There is no excuse for allowing your audience to have a printout that is not legible – especially if you
did the printing. I have seen presenters distribute handouts in which some important chart consisted
entirely of all-black boxes in which critical information was illegible.
You might consider taking further control of the printing process by producing and distributing a PDF
version of your presentation, rather than the PowerPoint original. This also helps with another concern:
remember that if you give the audience your PowerPoint source file, you are giving them the ability to
see your notes pages and your hidden slides. Speaking of which. . .

Notes pages
PowerPoint includes a “Notes Pages” feature, where each slide can have a “notes” section in which you
can type notes to yourself or to other readers, but which is not projected on-screen during the slide show.
The Notes Pages in your presentation file can serve several useful purposes:
●● The original intent of this feature was that you would put notes to yourself in the notes pages. Reminders on what to say, key points to emphasize, quotes that you want to read verbatim, etc; or
●● You can use the notes pages as information to be consumed by your audience in a handout. For
example, in formal speeches, the notes pages might be used for a more detailed summary, or even a
transcript of your spoken remarks, enabling the slides to stand alone as a record or for distribution;
or
●● Notes pages can be used more like “footnotes” in a document: to record additional information that
supports the presented material but would be a distraction on the slide. Detailed data supporting a
generalized conclusion, or citations to referenced works would be an example.
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However, there is only one set of notes pages, so they can’t
serve all of the above purposes. In particular, you need to
decide whether your notes pages are notes to yourself or
notes to your audience. Don’t mix these and, if you are
using the notes pages as notes to yourself, then you should
remove them from the copy of the deck that you provide
for distribution. If your notes pages help you do a brilliant
job of delivering a remark that seems spontaneous and off
the cuff, the effect is spoiled if the audience has a copy of
your notes page in which you recorded your intent to do
so.
If you need both notes to yourself and notes to the audience, you’ll need to keep two parallel copies of the presentation file.

Version and application
compatibility
Different PowerPoint installations
It will often happen that the software in which you are developing your presentation slides and the
software in which you will be running the slide show during your presentation are not the same. A common case is that you will develop in one version of PowerPoint but discover there is a different version
installed on the venue’s projection computer.
Try to confirm, in advance, the exact version of software you will be using in the venue. If it’s not the
same as the version you use at your desk, prepare for the possibility of problems. Even if the versions
are the same, the mere fact that it is a different computer can cause certain compatibility issues. Typical
problem areas include:
●● Older versions may be completely unable to read files saved by newer versions. It’s usually possible
to “save as” a format compatible with an appropriate older version if you know, in advance, that you
need to do so.
●● The latest advanced graphics features such as sophisticated animation may not work on an earlier
version of PowerPoint.
●● Embedded videos and sounds may not work on a different computer since the path names to the
video or sound files in the file system will be different. This is most common if you use the “embed
as link” feature for such content.
●● Non-standard fonts may not be installed on the venue computer and the results will vary if you have
used them. The characters you type may simply be rendered in some other similar font, but charac-
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ters in special symbol fonts may come out blank or as the wrong symbol.
●● If you develop a presentation on either a Macintosh or Windows-based computer and then present
it on the other platform, embedded videos may not work, since the two platforms use different base
standards for encoding video.
If at all possible, and especially if you rely on any of these advanced features, try to arrange to test your
presentation on the venue computer in advance so you can detect and correct any problems.

Embedding other Office components in PowerPoint
All Microsoft Office products (PowerPoint, Word, Excel,
etc) contain the ability to embed objects from other Office
products directly in a document. So, for example, you
can create an Excel spreadsheet as an object that appears
in a PowerPoint slide, yet remains a spreadsheet. If you
double-click on it within PowerPoint, you end up in Excel,
editing the embedded spreadsheet. Modify the spreadsheet, exit from Excel, and the changed spreadsheet now
appears on your slide. It’s a great idea in concept.

Budget Status
• First-pass data gathering complete
• First analysis: 20% over capacity
• Refinements due end of month
Capital
O&M
Refit
Salary

1996
70.5
12.3
8.5
600.0

1997
40.3
6.0
5.5
660.0

1998
35.0
1.7
4.7
726.0

1999
30.5
1.3
4.2
798.6

2000
50.2
0.1
4.1
878.5

Subtotal
Overhead

691.3
138.3

711.8
142.4

767.4
153.5

834.6
166.9

932.9
186.6

Total

829.6

854.2

920.9

1001.5

1119.5

It’s best to avoid using this feature from within PowerPoint, as editing the underlying embedded object tends to
have unpredicted and unwanted effects on the visual appearance of the object. (E.g. editing an embedded
Excel spreadsheet may change the font or the grid lines of the spreadsheet’s cells.) Since PowerPoint is
so focused on controlling the appearance of each slide, such unwanted side-effects are usually counterproductive.
If you need an Excel spreadsheet to appear on a slide, the safest course is to create it in Excel, copy it
from Excel, and paste it as a picture into PowerPoint. (Don’t just do “paste” because the object will
come in as an embedded spreadsheet.) Go back to Excel if you need to modify it, then copy and pasteas-picture again.
PowerPoint doesn’t make the “paste as picture” feature easy to find, and moves it around from version
to version for your amusement. It’s usually an option in a menu item called “Paste Special”. If you are
given options on the kind of picture encoding, use PNG if it’s available – it does the best job of rendering text and simple graphics.

Mixing PowerPoint and non-PowerPoint
You may also be faced with developing a presentation in PowerPoint and then playing it on a computer
using some other presentation software, such as Prezy, OpenOffice Impress, Apple KeyNote, or Corel
Show. Or, developing on one of those other packages and then playing the presentation on PowerPoint.
Actually, compatibility between such applications works surprisingly well. However, there are things
that are risky, and you should avoid them or test in advance that everything works. Features that are
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risky between different applications include:
●● Builds and animations beyond the most basic “one bullet at a time” build.
●● Non-standard fonts, especially symbol fonts.
●● Embedded videos, and the ability to embed control buttons.
●● Internal hyper-linking between slides.
●● The visual effects of graphic objects overlaid on top of one another (especially using transparency
to create a combined effect).
If you know you will be crossing between different manufacturer’s presentation management software,
it’s best to avoid all such special effects and keep your presentation to just basic text and images.
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What were they thinking?
To wrap up, allow me to share a few horror stories about presentations that were bad enough to make a
lasting impression on me. I update this section from time to time. Don`t be on this list.
Each of these horror stories is real – but the sample slides are artificial. What should have been done
differently is left as an exercise to the reader.

Presentation length
Can you deliver my status update for me? I have the slides.
A colleague was scheduled to give a 15-minute status update on a critical project to a senior executive committee,
but had an urgent personal matter that conflicted with the
meeting. They asked if I would be willing to present the
status update on their behalf. It would be straight forward,
and they already had someone preparing suitable slides.
I agreed, thinking it would be a good way to learn more
about the project.
The update was scheduled for Friday afternoon, as part of
a regular committee meeting. Early Friday morning I was getting anxious because I hadn’t received the
promised slides yet, and I wanted time to review them so I could present smoothly.
About 11:00 the slides arrived via email. 130 slides for the 15-minute status update, almost all bullet
text. And, nowhere in the deck was there material that I would call a “summary”, so I couldn’t just pull
out a few relevant slides. My diagnosis: the project was in trouble, and the project team was unconsciously (or consciously?) trying to obscure that fact by swamping the audience with information and
detail.
I saw no way for this to end well, contacted the meeting chair, declared a “preparedness emergency”,
and had the item dropped from the agenda. It didn’t reflect well on the project, but being unable to answer the simple question “what’s your status” wouldn’t have reflected well either.

Content legibility
Thanks for the handouts
A special meeting of the entire management team was called to announce a planned reorganization.
It’s not easy to get over 100 managers in a room at the same time, but the organizers got the schedules
aligned and a theatre booked through herculean effort. Announcements to staff and a press release were
also ready for release right after the meeting, on the assumption that anything so profound, and that had
been discussed with so many people, could not be kept confidential.
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The presenter gave a brief overview of the problem that led to the conclusion that large-scale organizational change was necessary and some background on the issues that had been considered.
For the actual details of the reorganization they stated, quite correctly, that the detailed organization
chart would not be clear if projected on the screen, and they wanted us to all leave with the same information, so they had prepared large-size (11x17”) hard-copies, which they then distributed. A nice gesture.
The hard-copies had been prepared in colour, but then
printed in black and white to save costs – an admirable
thing to do, emphasizing the message of austerity.
Obviously no one had actually looked at the 120 sets of
3 pages each before they were handed out, because all of
the boxes had been translated from their original colour to
solid black. So had the text.

Proposed Organization
Top
1

2
1
2

1

2

1

1

3

2

4

3
3
1

4

1

2

1

1

2

2
1

5

1
3

2

3

4

1

2

3

1
4

5

6

1

1

1
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1
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2

2

2

2
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3

3
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With the press releases and internal communiques set to
go in an hour, this meeting was the only chance to prebrief the management team. The presenter verbally described the new organization from notes he had in his own
notebook, while 100+ managers took notes by hand.
Meanwhile the black-on-black diagrams leaked out, and fostered suspicions of deliberate censorship and
cover-up. The change wouldn’t have been popular anyway, but it didn’t need this.

Did you actually look at these slides?
A critical phase had been reached in the design of a new project, and a presentation was being made to
the architecture review board. Approval of this architectural approach was needed to enable the set-up of
the development organization to begin.
After some background and preamble slides, the critical architecture slide was presented for discussion
and approval.
The slide was quite beautiful. Obviously a lot of work had
gone into designing a smoothly-transitioning multi-colour gradient background, that was based on several key
colours from the corporate logo, and that slashed across
the page at an angle that recalled the diagonal line in the
company’s brand mark.
On top of this visually attractive background, the boxes
in the architecture diagram were filled in yellow – the
company’s signature colour. The text was in white, per the
corporate PowerPoint standard.
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Apparently it hadn’t occurred to anyone that white-on-yellow-on-gold would not be legible. No one in
the audience could read the critical slide. The presenter couldn’t fix the slide because the image had been
pasted in from a separate graphics application and was not editable. One of the presentation organizers
quickly left the room to print some emergency hard-copies. Unfortunately, the complex gradient background was too much for the printer driver, which crashed.
The meeting was rescheduled for another time, delaying the project. A diagram with black text on white
background, in simple outlined boxes, was discussed and approved.

Delivery technique
What? What? We can’t hear you!
A formal presentation was being delivered to a large audience in a darkened theatre. The presenter was at a formal
podium, with a podium-mounted microphone, and a large
projection screen was behind him, at the back of the stage.
The presenter didn’t know the material very well, but had
brought speaking notes. Unfortunately he couldn’t read his
notes in the dark theatre, and no one knew how to turn on
the light in the podium. So, the presenter had to constantly turn his head back to look at the slides behind him, in
order to know what to say. Unfortunately, turning his head
to see the slides turned it away from the microphone, so
the audience could only hear the occasional snippet of his
speech, at the moments when he was facing the mic.
The audience grew impatient quite quickly, calling out “we can’t hear you!”. The presenter didn’t understand that – obviously the microphone was working. He leaned over the mic, and said “hello? Can you
hear this?” They could. Then he turned away from the microphone again and continued speaking to the
back of the stage.
The audience was furious. Many people got up and left.
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Conclusion
We’ve reached the end of a long and rambling path. Many of the ideas presented here may seem wrong
to you or be inapplicable to your circumstances. That’s fine; ignore those. I hope that at least some of
them may resonate with you, and that you may be able to find here a few ideas to improve your own
presentation style.
I’d like to sum up with what have been the major themes of this document.
First, it’s important to do this well. The quality of your content, your method of presentation, and the
audio and visual support materials you use say a lot about you and your cause. Don’t ever settle for
mediocre. Good work is not much harder than bad work, and it’s easier than having to repair the damage
done by bad work. Instead of apologizing for poor quality, take the time to get it right.
Your presentation needs to be exactly the right length, in exactly the right detail, with your points in
exactly the right order. It needs to be easy to listen to, clear, and to the point. Your slides, if you are using
them, need to support your speech, add value, and be legible.
Make sure that everything works well together: your content, your delivery, the technology, your
graphics, and your printed material. It should be clear that you took a personal interest in ensuring it
all worked. That fact – that this was important to you and that you took the time to get it right – will
become an important part of the message delivered by your presentation. It’s as important – sometimes
more important – than what you say.
Doing all these things well is hard work. And if you do them really well, no one but you will know how
hard you worked. That’s your objective.
Now, I invite you to go and be on someone’s “presentations done well” list.
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Credits
Photographs in this document are licensed from Adobe Stock and ShutterStock.
The stock photo of the gentleman hunched over the microphone on page 15 was manipulated to create
the “hunch” - his posture is not really that bad.
The “Think Small” VW ad on page 51 is from Wikipedia and used under Creative Commons license.
All graphs, slides, document snippets, and screen-shots are artificial and were created by the author.

Use and Distribution Rights
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Commercial use

This document may be used (unmodified), copied, Contact me to arrange licensing for any commerand distributed free under the following condicial uses including
tions:
1. For-profit resale or inclusion in collections;
1. You may make personal, non-commercial use 2. Distribution via any aggregation system that
only.
requires a membership fee;
2. You are granted the right to use, no right to
modify.
3. Author retains all ownership rights.
4. You may not sell this document, distribute it
through a service that charges access fees, or
use it in a course or service that charges fees.

3. Use in any course or service that charges a fee;
4. Right to modify;
5. Right to subset or create derivative works.

5. The file must be distributed in its entirety with
no changes or subsetting.
6. This rights paragraph must be included in the
file.

Extracts and derivative Works
●● The licensed stock photographs in this document may not be extracted for other uses.
●● Slide images, graphs, and text may be extracted under the “Commercial use” arrangements above.
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