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I did something really weird this morning. I gave a half hour talk to 200 people without using Microsoft PowerPoint. The facilities were available, software and laptop and projector and all, and I eschewed them.

This was such strange behaviour in the modern corporate world that I felt compelled to explain to my audience my reasons for such unorthodoxy. “Too many people rely too much on PowerPoint,” I said. “It can dull the message.”

My role was to use a little humour to liven up a talk about business intelligence for Cognos, a leading vendor in that area. I do quite a bit of this corporate speaking, coating computer companies’ marketing events with a veneer of objectivity and leavening them with what little wit I possess. This time I decided not to use computer slides, but to speak from brief notes, unaided by the fripperies of modern technology.

It was scary. I was all alone, spotlighted like a frightened marsupial on a dark stage. I had no bullet points to prompt me, no bar charts to explain, no fancy graphics with which to beguile my listeners. I was forced to fall back on rhetoric and oratory and stuff like that. But it was fun.

PowerPoint is now used in practically every business presentation, from the Nuremberg rallies that SAP runs to one-on-one sales pitches. It is as ubiquitous as Microsoft’s other desktop products, Word and Excel. I must have used the software hundreds of times in my chequered speaking career.

Once upon a time many people used overhead projectors. Remember them? You could buy the foils for them in different colours, and there was a thriving business of small graphics shops that would make them look pretty for you. Companies like IBM ran their businesses on OHP presentations. “He’s a good man with the foils” was the highest of praise.

Then when PCs became common, a slew of presentation graphics products came on the market. Harvard Graphics was the early market leader, though it was still used to create OHP foils. But Microsoft’s clever software “bundling” saw PowerPoint squeeze out Harvard Graphics and the other pretenders, at about the same time that those little PC projector devices became cheap enough and portable enough for any business to own. Now it’s PowerPoint straight off the PC just about all the time.

It’s been interesting to observe how the ubiquity of PowerPoint has changed the way people present. It can be a great boon to many amateur speakers, even if their talks are nothing more than a recitation of turgid bullet points squeezed unattractively on to overcrowded slides. The technology gives them a sense of security, and helps many of them through the demanding task of public speaking.

But PowerPoint is vastly abused. Like most of Microsoft’s products it is ridiculously overfunctioned, allowing just about anybody to put together a presentation that would have won an Academy Award for special effects a generation ago. Very many people go to great lengths to put together fancy slides with clip art and animation and all sorts of visual and audio tricks that add nothing to the message. And they spend far too much time doing so.

A few months ago I watched a man on an international flight spend hours fiddling for marginal effect on a couple of slides on a presentation he was tuning. That may be an okay way of filling in time on a plane, but I’ve seen just as many people do it in offices when they are supposed to be working. The end result is very often another great victory for the ephemeral in the great war between form and content, and does nothing to improve the perpetrator’s oratorical abilities.

PowerPoint (which nowadays is just about a synonym for “presentation graphics”) has its place. It is a convenient way of explaining data contained in charts and tables. It is a useful adjunct to many types of content and many presentation styles. But it has got out of hand. With the underskilled, it is overkill.

But as with most things in life, there are a few simple rules that make things better. Don’t spend too much time on graphics and fancy bits. But don’t just use a succession of bullet points – use some pictures, and different formats every slide or three.

Take into account the nature of the presentation – who it is to, what it is for, and spend an appropriate amount of time on preparation. And most of all, remember that it is an aid to presentation, not a substitute for it.

The best trick is not to talk directly to the content of the slide. Merely use it as a backdrop to what you have to say. Do not even make an issue out of changing from one slide to another (except occasionally, for dramatic effect), but transition seamlessly as you talk. Then you control the presentation, it doesn’t control you.

I will continue to use PowerPoint in most of my talks. But after the success of this morning’s efforts I have resolved to use it less often. Then people might listen to what I have to say, rather than look at what they think I’m saying.
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