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The Dark Room

The Dark Room

In most cases, PowerPoint (et al) requires a darkened room. Despite the
claims of the manufacturers, most combinations of computer, projector,
and screen still force the presenter to kill the lights in the room—at least
those around the screen. And since most meeting/training/briefing rooms
still place their screens in the wrong place—directly behind the
presenter—the speaker is typically enshrouded in darkness.

Presenting in a dark, or nearly dark, room deprives presenters of their
most important assets. When the audience cannot look the presenters in
the eyes, appraise their demeanor, scan for visible signs of character and
honesty, then the presenters cannot accomplish their central goals: to win
acceptance, to earn trust and confidence, and to moderate the audience’s
natural skepticism and reluctance toward new ideas. After all, why should
an audience buy a plan, a product, or an idea from a disembodied voice,
someone they have scarcely seen?

(By the way, . . . not every room can be darkened when we want it to be.
More than a few meeting rooms receive daylight that refuses to be shaded
or blocked. Even with blinds and shutters, there are times of day when
nothing can hold back the sun. At those times, presenters find themselves
wishing they had black-on-clear overhead slides.)
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The Cascade of Bullet Charts

The most common slide in business presentations is a bullet word chart,
usually a series of three-to-six words or phrases with bullets in front of them.
When used properly, bullet charts outline or summarize the remarks of the
speaker. But used to excess, bullet charts are the most narcotizing aspect of
the currently popular style in presentation, especially when they stay on the
screen for several minutes. It's safe to predict that after the fourth, and
certainly, after the fifth, in a row, the audience’s thoughts are elsewhere. (In a
darkened room, eyelids start to droop.)

Using clever “builds” or “reveals” helps somewhat; in this technique, the
individual bulleted items appear (or drop or slide or twist or gyrate) onto the
screen one at a time. Builds also prevent the audience from ignoring the
current topic to read the “next” items in the list.

But, still, the procession of bullet slides (made more distracting when the
“build effect” changes each time) is the dullest way to use presentation
software. Presenters should, first, eliminate as many bullet charts as possible,
relying on their own powers of speech instead. Second, they should replace
word charts, whenever possible, with something to look at, usually an example
or illustration of what is in the word charts. I have seen presenters use nothing
but word charts to extol the advantages of a particular investment strategy
(without charts showing the comparative rate of return) and even to promote
the virtues of a particular vacation spot!
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TextTextTextText

People who use computer-aided presentation
tools believe, incorrectly, that the slide show
should last the entire time. They start with a title
slide (or sometimes a “nothing” slide that
precedes the title) and they project a continuous
set of slides throughout. Often, they even keep
some sort of “Thank You” or “Questions” slide on
the screen during the follow-up discussion.

The Deluge of Text

Most professional trainers and presenters honor a simple rule-of-thumb
for word charts: Seven lines of text (not counting the title); seven words
per line. These are the usual maximums that prevent word charts from
becoming cluttered and unreadable.

Of course, the same folks who used to make overhead slides from pages of
dense text are now trying nearly the same thing with their computer-based
presentations. Too many bullet charts have complete sentences after each
bullet. And we occasionally even see slides with several dense paragraphs,
the default text sizes shrunken to fit the screen.

Put simply, slide presentations are rarely the place for dense prose. Bullet
charts work best with single words and short phrases. And if there are
more than six or seven items in a bulleted list, there is no reason not to
make two or three slides. (In fact, there are many cases when a bullet
chart with five items should really be five slides, so that the audience need
not be distracted by the other text on the screen.)
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Overstuffed Charts

There is also a sizable number of chart/diagram abusers. Their
problems parallel the bullet and text abusers.

Chart users will also stuff their images with too much data: finely
gradated grids and tic marks, too many symbols or colors in the legend,
irrelevant reporting intervals, too many unconsolidated categories of
variables, detailed numerical tables to supplement the unclear graphic...
Business graphics used in slides must make a single clear point, and
that point should be evident to the people in the back of the hall. (That’s
why each chart should have a thematic title that says not only what it's
about but also what it means. Instead of “Domestic and Foreign
Revenues,” the title should be “Foreign Revenues Rise to 55% of Total.”)

But even if the individual charts are well made, there is still the
stultifying effect of a long series of bar charts, pie charts, and
histograms. I have seen analysts present 50 bar charts in a half-hour
(each with an unreadable table of numbers at the bottom) and expect
their client audience to be impressed and satisfied. Technical experts,
especially, must resist the temptation to use the presentation as an
information dump.opriate headings. In business graphics, less is usually
more.
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Busy Backgrounds

With each generation of improved presentation software, the graphical
templates become more beautiful: exotic colors, sensuous textures,
dazzling effects . . . The problem, of course, is that these gorgeous
backdrops frequently jar with the text, and may even render it unreadable.
And the matter is exacerbated when the font is ornate and hard to read

anyway.

For most business and technical presentations, it is best to suppress some
of the more spectacular hues and textures. Given so many backgrounds
and so many fonts, presenters will frequently make awkward, ugly design
choices. Rather, templates and backgrounds should be chosen to reflect
the corporate image of the presenter and the topic of the presentation; less
is almost always better than more. And in no case should the background
design compete for attention with the foreground information.
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Bad Clip Art

Before the days of large hard drives in portable computers, most users
with PowerPoint on their laptops installed the same minimal set of clip
art drawings. This meant that the same rather pedestrian cartoons
would show up in everyone’s presentations.

For clip art to aid a presentation it must be appropriate, well-drawn,
and fresh. To satisfy this requirement, presenters must acquire libraries
of commercial clipart and photos—unbelievably inexpensive these
days—as well as locally created collections made from scanned graphics,
downloaded images, captured video stills, etc. Wherever possible
presenters should avoid cliches, ubiquitous cartoons, even “screen
beans.”

If possible, all the art in the presentation should be in a similar style,
perhaps taken from the same collection of drawings or photos. And no
cartoon or photo should offend your audience, which may contain some
especially sensitive members. Beware that some clip art collections
contain risqué drawings, while others may be perceived as suggesting
national or ethnic stereotypes.
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Ineffective Handouts

Presentation software, used wisely, can also produce effective handouts
and “leave-behinds.” But, in most cases, full 82 x 11 reproductions of the
slides are unhelpful and even ugly—when the color backdrops are
photocopied in black-and-white. It makes far more sense to print two or
three slides to a page, with the background art removed. Further, in a
presentation that is mostly words, it might make more sense to distribute
just the “outline view” of the presentation.

In any of these forms, presenters should not print the entire presentation,
a “comprehensive” handout. In nearly every case, there are title slides,
duplicate slides, transitional slides, “break” and “nothing” slides that
should not be included in the handout.

Usually, there are probably a hundred handouts that are more useful than
a full-sized reproduction of every slide, one-slide-per-page. In fact, instead
of using the presentation software to produce audience literature,
presenters will usually be more successful with specially-created
information products: written proposals and reports, papers and articles,
job aids and reference cards, bibliographies and resource lists, newsletters
and clippings, brochures and advertising literature . . . Anything but a
“dump” of the slides.
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Surprises and Backups

And even when none of these problems occurs, there are subtler
incompatibilities. The output of our file on their computer may have different
typefaces, different bullets, and different colors, even links and placemarkers
where the graphics should have been.

There are ways to protect the presenter, somewhat, from such
incompatibilities. Presenters should check local versions in advance, and bring
multiple versions of the presentation—at least for the last two releases. (There
are still many computers with Windows 3.1 and PowerPoint 4.) Presentations
should contain only the Times Roman and Arial fonts found on nearly every
computer. These are not especially appealing typefaces, but they are a de facto
standard.

Every presenter should prepare overhead transparencies as a backup, and, if
the overhead projector fails, there should a “comprehensive” paper handout to
be used only in emergencies. Not only will these measures rescue the
presenter, they will impress the audience with the resourcefulness of the
speaker, perhaps help sell an idea.

In sum...

It is reckless to plan a computer-based presentation without allowing time to
test the equipment and run the files. And even then, it’s still risky.

Even more perilous, though, is an over-reliance on the presentation software to
achieve the presenter’s objectives. Regardless of technology, nothing is as
critical to a successful presentation as an articulate, prepared personable
presenter. Except at those moments when there is something important to look
at, the slide show—which already may have distracted the presenter—may end
up distracting the audience as well.

Never, Never, Never. ..

Let the success of your business
depend on the presentation
software/hardware
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Seminars, Courses & Speeches from Edmond H. Weiss

(Each course can be tailored to the client’s interests and time requirements.)

Business/Professional
Communication

How to Sell in Writing
(Proposals & Business Cases)

How to Write Globally

Final Draft: The Especially Clear Sentence

The Art of the Pitch

The Art of the Engineered Memo

The Art of Effective E-Mail

IT/Technical
Communication

A Writing System for IT/Technical Professionals

Preparing English Tech Documents for International
Readers

Effective Quality Manuals/
Usable Procedure & User’s Manuals

Organizational
Communication

Turning Words into Money:
Business Plans & Cases

Meetings that Work

There’s Only Now: Managing the Professional’s Time

Raising Culture Consciousness
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The Elements Of International English Style: A Guide To
Writing Correspondence, Reports, Technical Documents,
And Internet Pages For A Global Audience by Edmond H.
Weiss (Paperback - Feb 28, 2005)

Buy new: $21.95 21 Used & new from $14.27
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How To Write Usable User Documentation: Second Edition
by Edmond H. Weiss (Paperback - Jun 26, 1991)

Buy new: $32.95 $19.67 28 Used & new from $6.98
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100 Writing Remedies: Practical Exercises for Technical
Writing by Edmond H. Weiss (Paperback - Sep 4, 1990)

Buy new: $25.00 15 Used & new from $2.50
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