
The Power of Visuals in Presentations

When I am watching a presentation of any kind, I always mentally evaluate the presenter’s use of visuals. “The primary purpose of visuals,” assert Garmston and Wellman (1992), “is to support and emphasize the main points of your content.” Also, “On average, only 20 percent of an audience has auditory-processing strengths. This means that most people will remember the imagery you use more than your words” (p. 67). Visuals tend to be more powerful than speech in a presentation for the simple fact that the brain processes visual imagery more quickly than the auditory. A clearly displayed visual allows members of an audience to pause and take it all in, then relate it to the topic at hand. A powerful image can elicit a reaction from participants that needs no accompanying auditory assistance from you. 
	When I worked for a major yearbook company in the 1980s, our national sales manager used PowerPoint to display a bar graph that showed growth over several years. He didn’t say anything; he simply revealed bar after bar on the graph that showed increasing sales year-by-year. Then he paused before revealing the last bar on the graph, the one that demonstrated that we had experienced yet another extremely successful year of growth. The sales force exploded in applause and high fives.
	In a fifth-grade classroom many years ago, I watched as the teacher stood next to the overhead projector and used a bar graph on a transparency to show his students how much they had improved in terms of their growth related to math scores. He revealed one dot (data point) on the graph after another by simply moving a sheet of paper from left to right, uncovering the next score. There were several scores on roughly the same horizontal line, then he paused before moving the paper to the right one last time. The most recent score was considerably better than any they had attained before, and those fifth graders went crazy. Many of them jumped up and danced between the aisles. The teacher just stood there with a smile on his face, enjoying their pleasure at having achieved their goal at last.
	In both these cases, yearbook sales and math scores, the presenter didn’t have to say anything; anything they could have contributed would have had little to no effect. The bar charts in both situations said it all. I have sat and watched as presenters described something that simply cried out for a chart, graph, or other visual. Let the session participants grapple with a visual, rather than trying to explain it orally.
	One of the best presenters I have ever known used a flip chart and a black marker to great effect. In this age of color everything, you may notice that advertisers will often use black and white pictures or video. They do this because it is out of the ordinary; it has impact because it is different. Black and white images capture the viewer’s attention in ways color can’t, because we live in a color world, and advertisers get that. And presenters can use that, as that excellent presenter does every time he is in front of an audience.
	Here are some tips when using any kind of visuals, including PowerPoint or any other brand of software in your presentations:
· Make certain whatever point sizes you are using can be seen by everyone in the room. I have been in presentations where the point sizes for a list of things is so small, it can’t be read. This is why I check all my slides to make sure I can see them from the back of whatever room or auditorium I’m in. 
· Once you display anything with text on the screen, let your audience read it silently. Don’t try to read it to them. Trying to read something to participants that they are already reading creates dissonance, and it means they will probably simply give up reading and listening. They can read; once you reveal the slide, look at it yourself while backing away, with your arm (open palm) pointing to the screen. Take a couple of steps and stop. Don’t move. If you want to talk about something up there, create a new series of slides where each of the listed items is revealed one at a time. 
· If you are using a graph or chart of some kind that is related to your business, make sure it is not too complicated to follow as you reveal it. If you find yourself having to explain something about which they are confused, the visual is not effective. Simplicity and understanding are key here; don’t overwhelm your audience with a complicated visual. Visuals should inform, not confuse.
· Normally, presenters will have a remote in hand to control the slide presentation. If you want to expand on a slide you just revealed, I suggest you turn it to black (not white), then pause and take a step or two away from the screen. The reason I do this when I am presenting is that I don’t want to compete with the visual—the visual will always win. I have experimented with this concept by turning the slide to black, walking away, then bringing the slide back up. Most of the eyes in the room turn back to the screen. Don’t compete with your own visual!
· Remotes have become really inexpensive, and I always have at least two remotes for my laptop when I travel. I also change the batteries often. A remote that quits working is not a surprise I need in front of several hundred participants. 
One final point about using a slide presentation, no matter the format. I have watched as presenters who share the stage with the screen actually stepped in front of the screen…while the slide is being projected on the screen behind them. The image is now partly displayed on the presenter’s clothing! As my last hint in the previous listing recommends, anytime the image on the screen will get in your way, thus distracting from your message, turn the image off. Every time I present, I practice this while I am going through at least a few slides. 
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