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Your visual aids have one job: to support your presentation. It takes time, creativity, and effort to develop 

slides that do this well. Use the tips below to make the most of your preparation time. 

 

1. Be Consistent 
A common mistake is choosing different colors and fonts for each slide. This can confuse your audience 
and divert attention away from your message. Stay consistent with your slides, so that they form part of a 
seamless whole.  
 
First, choose colors carefully, as color will affect your presentation's mood and tone. Also think about the 
space that you'll be presenting in. If the room will be dark (with lights off), choose a darker background 
color, such as dark blue, black, or gray, with white or light-colored text. If the room will be light (with lights 
on or plenty of ambient light), choose a light-colored background, with black or dark-colored text.  
 
You also need to match color with the tone and message of your presentation. Bright colors convey 
energy and excitement, while darker colors may seem more conservative and serious. Align the color 
palette you choose with your subject matter. 

 

2. Don’t Overuse  
Animation is a useful tool when you want to discuss bullet points one at a time or simulate a screen 
operation. But if you're animating every bullet in your presentation, or have things flying around on every 
slide, your audience will disconnect from you. Always animate for a purpose. Don't animate just to 
entertain. Reserve motion path animation for instructional purposes. 
 
Transitions Every MS Office release brings with it new ways to transition into a slide.  Play with them if 
you must, but use them sparingly.  More and more presentations are happening online.  Line speed and 
presentation portals vary enough that your transitions can go from exciting to exasperating for your 
audience.  A few good entrance animations are Fade, Zoom and Float In. They cause text to come on 
your screen in a way that will catch your audience's attention but not annoy them (unless you use them 
over and over). 
 
However, like with animation, too many different transitions are just annoying.  However, presenting slide 
after slide with statistics or other repeating patterns can give an audience "white line fever.”  Vortex or 
Switch are good options to snap them out of the trance.  It's especially good when transitioning to a slide 
that says "break” or "lunch.” 

 

3. Bullets 
Two thoughts on bullet points: (1) Use the 5:3/3:5 rule, and (2) bullet points are not the only way to 
communicate your message. What is the 5:3/3:5 rule? Be stingy with the number of bullets and words you 
allow on a single slide. Set up five bullets with three words each or three bullets with five words each. If a 
slide contains more information than this, the audience will not be able to read what's on the slide.  
 
Separate long instructions onto several slides, but provide a single page with them in the handouts. 
Also, consider diagrams using SmartArt or other graphic objects to communicate your message. If you 
are talking about a process, show a process-flow diagram.  

 

4. Use Images Intelligently 
When Steve Jobs unveiled the MacBook Air®, he needed to show just how small this new laptop was. 
The audience wasn't going to remember that it was 0.68 x 11.8 x 7.56 inches; those numbers don't create 
an emotional response. Instead, he showed them that the MacBook Air would fit easily into a standard 
manila envelope. This was a powerful way to show its size. 
 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/DeliveringGreatPresentations.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z0jIpSCndtw


This kind of creativity is essential when choosing images. Your audience has probably seen plenty of bad 
clip-art and too many pictures of cross-cultural handshakes. Brainstorm creative, clever approaches with 

your imagery, and look for photographs or illustrations that tell a story in a less obvious way. 

 

5. Break Complex Data Down 
When you have to communicate complex data or large chunks of information, avoid putting it all on one 
slide, as your audience may struggle to take in all of the details. Instead, either summarize the 
information, or split it up over several slides. 
 
You can also use handouts to communicate complex information. Handouts allow your audience to look 
at data closely. Participants are trained to be skeptical about data, and a handout will give them a closer 
look. This kind of attention to the needs of your audience will support your message.  

 

6. Keep It Simple 
Each slide should focus on one idea or concept. This allows your audience to grasp quickly what you 
want to communicate. Keep your text to a bare minimum (10 words or less), and, where you can, use an 
image to convey a message rather than words: For example, using a graph instead of a list.  Each slide 
should take three seconds or fewer to process. If it takes longer, the slide is probably too complex.  
 

A good rule to follow is that your slides should be meaningless without your narration.  
 
Avoid bulleted lists whenever possible; it is too easy to put several ideas on one slide, which can be 
overwhelming. If you do need to use bullets, don't use sentences; instead, simply list the fact, statistic, or 
idea you want to communicate. Then use your narrative to educate the audience about what these mean. 
 

Poor example: This slide contains too many 
words. Your audience will spend more time 

reading than listening to you. 

Good example: This slide has just the key 
ideas 

New Product Features  

 Product needs bright, popping colors. 

 We'll add additional safety features on 
the bottom. 

 It will now come in three sizes. 

 New design will be highly flexible. 

 Purchase will come with live Help Desk 
access. 

New Product Features  

 Colors. 

 Safety. 

 Sizes. 

 Flexibility. 

 Help. 

 
Next, look at the layout of your slides. Aim to use a plain background and plenty of blank space: This will 
help to focus audience members' eyes on your message. Avoid decorating slides with unnecessary 
background pictures, logos, animation, or patterns that could distract attention.  
 
Last, consider using blank slides when you need the audience's complete focus; a blank slide is 
equivalent to a pause, and it will add drama, tension, and focus to your words. 

 

7. Prepare 
When you practice your presentation, use your visuals. You should be able to glance at each slide and 
know exactly what you want to say. 
 
Thoughtful images will keep your audience engaged, reinforce your professionalism, and make a lasting 
impression. 
 
 

http://www.mindtools.com/brainstm.html

