
This document discusses strategies for developing effective 
presentations

So you are preparing a talk for a scientific conference.  It is best to 
prepare the talk for scientists in your subspecialty first and worry 
about the other listeners later.  Right?  Wrong! If there is one 
takeaway message, it is to articulate your scientific argument 
simply and concisely, then add the detail for listeners with greater 
expertise.  Build up, don’t cut down!
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UY !!!!!! (actually this slide will motivate the talk’s overarching question)

We’ve all sat through presentations where the speaker flips through 
dozens of slides like this.  The audience spends the first 30-45 seconds 
trying to figure out the visual focus.  Then they give up and turn to the 
speaker’s words, which aren’t about the slide, because it’s too 
complicated to explain.  There are separate visual and oral stories and 
you don’t understand either.  The rationale for a slide presentation, 
communication synergy between visual and audio, is destroyed. 

The only visual message here is that the speaker has done a lot of 
work.

Why show such a slide?  Maybe it comforts the speaker to have all the 
data on the slide.  Maybe it’s a clip from a journal article and it was easy 
to insert.  Maybe it’s a good way not to prepare, since the slide is too 
complicated to explain.   All these reasons are about helping the 
speaker.  But a presentation is not about pleasing the speaker, it’s 
about helping the audience.  
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Audiences	need	to	know	right	away	why	you	are	asking	them	to	sit	there.		We	need	to	get	
the	overarching	question	out	right	away.		We	state	it	simply	knowing	we	will	have	a	chance	
to	redefine	it	with	more	detail.		Our	central	question	is,	how	we	can	help	the	audience, given	
the	challenges	described	on	this	slide?

In	trying	to	help	the	audience,	the	presentation	creator	faces	three	major	challenges:

Almost	every	individual	audience	contains	diverse	listeners	with	different	knowledge	of	your	
sub-discipline.		And		we	can’t	be	certain	who	will	show	up.		

Information	overload	is	a	second	problem.		Slides	are	a	low	information-density	form	of	
communication,	while	our	scientific	material	is	complex	and	specialized.		We	need	to	adapt	
our	information	to	this	format	without	”dumbing	down”	the	content.		Actually	we need	to	
“smarten	it	up.”		We	need	to	get	the	message	out	clearly	with	just	the	essential	information	
and	minimal	use	of	jargon.

We	also	have	to	help	the	audience	multi-task;	listen,	read,	watch	the	speaker.		The	entire	
purpose	of	a	slide	presentation	is	to	create	a	synergy	between	what	the	audience	hears	and	
sees.		If	we	fail	to	do	this,	slides	actually	works	against	us.	

The	remainder	of	this	presentation	will	focus	on	overcoming	these	three	challenges.			The	
challenges	are	not	completely	separable	and	if	you	solve	one	of	them,	you	are	on	your	way	to	
solving	the	others.
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This	slide	gives	the	most	important	technique	for	helping	audiences with	
diverse	backgrounds:	build	up,	don’t	cut	down.			(It	is	perhaps	the	best	single	
answer	to	the	overarching	question,	“How	do	we	help	the	audience?”)

The	blue	boxes	represent	individual	slides	(you	need	to	tell	the	audience	what	
they	are	looking	at).		Don’t	start	with	a	file	on	your	computer	with	500	slides	
(right	side)	and	ask,	“What	can	I	cut?”			You	love	your	work,	you	won’t	want	to	
cut	anything,	it	all	seems	so	essential!

Instead	define	a	terse	coherent	“story”	and	build	“up”	for	the	allotted	time	
and	ability	of	the	audience	to	understand	detail.		Develop	a	one	minute	
version	of	the	entire	talk,	then	a	5	minute	version,	10,	etc.	

This	strategy partially	addresses	the	problem	of	audiences	with	diverse	
backgrounds.		Your	“one	minute”	version	will	contain	a	simple	structure	that	is	
accessible	to	most,	even	if	you	then	add	detail	for	the	specialized	listeners.		

Think	about	the	range	of	listeners	likely	to	attend	and	recognize	that	you	
probably	can’t	reach	everyone.		Identify	the	least	expert	person	you	care	
about	reaching.		Be	sure	that	the	short	versions	are	comprehensible	to	that	
person,	even	if	you	add	detail	for	the	specialists.			
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Do	the	same	for	each	slide.		Every slide	should	have	a	single	overarching	message	and	
the	title	should	help	convey	that	message.		Figure	out	the	slide’s	message	before	
loading	it	up	with	data	and	supporting	information.		Eliminate	information	that	
doesn’t	support	the	slide’s	overarching	message.		

This will	also	help	you	communicate	with	diverse	audiences.		Some	audience	
members	may	not	understand	the	data,	but	they	might	understand	the	overall	
message	of	the	slide.

This	is	a	good	transition	to	the	second	presentation	problem,	information	overload.		
In	the	next	example	we’ll	actually	start	with	the	data	dump	(right	side	of	the	above	
figure)	and	extract	the	core	message	(left	side).
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Let’s take a look at a slide that has too much information and no (obvious) 
core message.  

This slide talks about future plans for the XXXXXX Cancer Institute’s Research 
Program 10.  Can we improve it?  There are too many words to simultaneously 
read the slide and listen to the speaker. 

There are 3 options: 1) we can let the audience read the slide and not speak, 
2) we can speak and not use a slide, or 3) we can try to figure out the 
overarching message and redesign the slide around it.  Options 1 and 2 have 
nothing to do with a slide presentation.  Option 3 goes to the heart of why we 
do slide presentations; to create a communication synergy among voice, slide, 
and pointer.  We want to create something more powerful than voice or visual 
alone.
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Let’s examine the previous slide and see if we can decipher the author’s 
intended message (if they had one).  

The highlighted words are a key to interpreting this slide.  A major goal of  
research program 10 is to reach out to new collaborators and audiences.  
These include the local community, other XXXXXX Cancer Institute research 
programs (particularly programs 7 and 9), the health policy community, and 
other academic institutions.  

So let’s design a slide around that message.
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Voila!		The	replacement	for	the	previous	slide.		Program	10	seeks	to	reach	out	to	
other	programs	in	the	XXXXXX	Cancer	Institute,	particularly	programs	7	and	9.		It	will	
also	reach	out	to	other	academic	partners,	the	local	community,	and	the	policy	
community.		

Not	only	is	this	more	focused,	it	allows	the	audience	to	think	of	questions	rather	than	
deciphering	a	wordy	slide.		For	example,	“do	we	mean	federal	policy	only?”		“Will	we	
work	with	the	community	through	existing	providers	or	will	we	form	our	own	direct	
connections	with	patients?”		

A	picture	is	worth	a	1000	words.		You	will	get	the	audience	to	think	more	with	a	
simple	picture	than	by	listing	every	variation	in	text.		If	you	have	a	slide	presentation	
dominated	by	text	slides,	ask	yourself	if	you	should	be	even	showing	a	slide	
presentation.			If	you	need	to	show	a	lot	of	numbers,	maybe	a	few	handouts	and	a	
discussion	are	better	than	slides.	
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Some general advice on information overload.  Write big.  There are two reasons: 1) 
people can’t see small fonts and 2) it imposes discipline on the presentation creator.

24 bold font (Helvetica, Arial, New Times Roman are all OK) should be 
your “go to” size for text.  36 bold for titles

I can hear you now, “I can never get what I need to say with 24 bold font.”  You are 
trying to say too much.  Also you don’t need grammatically correct sentences.  Words 
should be cues that are elaborated by your voice.  Remember, a presentation is the 
synergy of voice, visual, and pointing. 

I give you permission to use 18 bold for text, but try to avoid it.  Assume that 
anything less than 18 bold is unreadable. 

There may be times when you need to show smaller font.  Perhaps you want to copy 
a famous graphic that reminds the audience of a concept. Point to the small font and 
tell the audience they don’t need to read it.  The audience has never seen the slide
and they don’t know what part of the slide to read.  Guide them every step of the way.
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Let’s	now move	on	to	the	multi-tasking	audience	listening	challenge.	

Slide	presentations	ask	the	audience	to	listen	to	the	speaker,	read	the	slides,	and	
watch	the	pointer.		The	only	reason	to	have	a	slide	presentation	is	to	create	
communication	synergy	among	these	modes.		Otherwise	why	show	slides	or	
conversely	why	discuss	them?		Too	often	the	speaker’s	words	and	the	visuals	are	
disconnected	and	the	audience	is	confused.		The	job	of	the	speaker	is	to	explain	the	
slides.		The	pointer	is	critical.		When	talking	about	a	particular	part	of	the	slide,	point	
to	that	part	of	the	slide.		Help	the	audience	every	step	of	the	way.

If	you	have	anything	to	say	that	is	not	directly	related	to	the	slide,	say	it	after	you	
explain	the	slide.		The	audience	won’t	pay	attention	until	until	they	understand	what	
you’ve	just	visually	put	in	front	of	them.		
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The text slide is quite vexing when it comes to harmonizing voice, visual, and 
pointing.   Speakers are don’t know whether to read the slide or let the audience read 
it.  Sometimes the speaker has notes which are different from the slide.  It is not 
uncommon for the speaker to tell a different story than what is on the slide.

The only reason to have an all text slide is to illustrate some structure to your thinking.  
If you have no particular structure, why use a slide?  It’s hard enough to listen, why 
make the audience read and listen if it doesn’t serve a purpose?   

So don’t read the slide and don’t let the audience read it.  Use the slide as cues so 
that you can amplify each point and show how you are thinking.  Use your pointer to 
move through the slide in a deliberate manner that illustrates the structure of your 
thoughts.

Don’t show long bullet lists.  Audiences can’t process long lists.  Beside, if you have 
long lists, you haven’t done your job of organizing the information.  If you have 10 
items, think about condensing this into 3 or 4 categories.  If you really need to show 
all 10 items, show them as sub-bullets under the categories.

So an all-text slide has a visual message.   It shows the structure of your thinking.
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One	last	point,	shown	in	the	red	overlay,	really	goes	back	to	the	“information	
overload”	issue.		Text	slides	should	have	less	than	40	words.		Busy	slides	confuse	the	
audience.		

This	slide	now	has	39	words	(yes,	you	have	to	count	the	title	and	“40,”	no	cheating!)

Arbitrary?		Of	course,	but	a	useful	discipline.		I	challenge	you	to	generate	an	80	word	
slide	that	can’t	be	cut	down	to	40	without	loss	of	content!		Remember,	your	voice	
adds	to	the	content	of	the	slide.		It	can replace	a	lot	of	the	words.
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Now a visual demonstration of the multi-tasking problem.  Let’s start out with a bad 
slide that we want to repair.

First, what do we want the audience to learn from this slide?
This slide does have an overarching theme; to show how the environmental office fits 
into the organization of the Mud Green Slime Production Company. organization  We 
want to show that the environmental office reports through the factory, the production 
infrastructure, and then up to the CEO.  We also want to show that it is a complex 
organization and we want to mention that the environmental office is filled with eco-
friendly staff, as opposed to the pollution mongers in the rest of the company.

Does this slide do that?  Imagine if it went up on the screen, would it be easy to pick 
out these points?  Here are some problems:

1. Its hard to find the environmental office on the chart
2. Its called the “ecology division” in the chart and the “environmental office” is the 

title.  Don’t change names in a presentation.  In a presentation a “car” is not an 
“automobile” unless you make a point of telling the audience you’ve changed the 
name.

3. We don’t need the names of all the other offices.  The audience will try to read 
them, diverting them from the main point.

4. The text is too small

Let fix this slide
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The only names we care about are shown on the above slide.  We want to keep all 
the boxes to show it is a complex organization, but we don’t care about the other 
names.  We don’t want the audience trying to decipher them.   Eliminate anything that 
doesn’t add to the message you want to convey.

Also by showing the Ecology Division (now consistent with the title) in a different 
green, we instantly give the audience a visual cue that this office has a different 
culture than the rest of the company; we reinforce this when we point to the box as we 
are talking about it.

Bottom line, if you’re not going to talk about something on the slide, ask yourself why 
it is there.  99/100 times you will take it off.  

Just remember, the audience has never seen your slides.  They will always look at 
the wrong parts unless you guide them with your pointer.
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Here’s	a	few	summary	points	in	regards	to	slide	design	and	presentation.

1. Use	the	pointer	deliberately.		When	you	are	talking	about	a	particular	part	of	the	
slide	point	to	it.		The	audience	has	never	seen	the	slide	and	their	eyes	will	wander	
all	over	it.		You	need	to	help	them.

2. The	title	should	contain	the	overarching	message	of	the	slide,	or	some	words	that	
help	you	explain	the	overarching	message.		Every	slide	has	a	single	overarching	
message.

3. Why	do	you	have	things	on	the	slide	you	don’t	discuss?		Every	superfluous	detail	
wears	down	the	audience	

4. Simple	clean	slides	are	best.		No	fancy	templates.		No	decorations.

Or	to	summarize:	“talk	about	what	you	show,	show	what	you	talk	about.”

nobadslides.com



Every	talk	improves the	more	you	give	it.		You	learn	to	relate	the	same	content	more	
concisely	and	with	fewer	words.		You	even	will	discover	that	you	can	eliminate	some	
of	your	slides.			

Here’s	a	hint	to	accelerate	the	improvement	process.		Take	a	set	of	index	cards,	one	
per	slide,	and	write	the	take	home	message	of	each	slide	on	the	card	(it	might	be	the	
title	of	the	slide).		Now	see	if	you	can	give	a	short	version	of	the	talk	using	just	the	
index	cards	to	guide	you.		Don’t	worry	about	the	things	you	can’t	remember	without	
having	the	actual	slide	in	front	of	you.		The	idea	here	is	to	work	on	your	flow	and	to	
make	sure	you	have	a	smooth	and	coherent	story	to	tell.
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Just a reminder that all this takes time.  Presentations are hard to create and they 
improve every time you give them.

A few years back I assisted a senior academic prepare a presentation for a donor.  I 
suggested we “dry run” the presentation.  That was rebuffed with the response, “I 
have given hundreds of presentations…”   Needless to say, it did not go well. 

Keep in mind that the time for preparing a presentation adds to, and doesn’t detract 
from, your research.  It is an opportunity to think through what is important and what 
information is critical.  It provides a pause from the detailed lab work and emails.  It is 
an opportunity to be strategic. 
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