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This book is dedicated to all those working late 
into the night finalizing their presentations.

“A meeting is an event where minutes are taken and hours are lost.”

 ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! Anonymous



You want better slides, right?

Most people come to BoldPoint looking for better slides. This is 
great, but great slides will only get you so far. The two most criti-
cal first steps in creating powerful presentations are finding a 
strong point of view and packaging it into a story structure. Bet-
ter slides are better than nothing. But as you may have guessed 
by now BoldPoint’s philosophy is that a powerful presentation is 
more than just a collection of well-designed slides, it requires all 
three elements: point of view, story structure, and then great 
slides. 

We’ve seen many presentations with great slides that still left 
audience members muttering in displeasure. In fact, a presenta-
tion that relies solely on dramatic slides is worse than a presenta-
tion with a strong point of view and story structure -- with lousy 
slides. Great slides must be in support of a great story and a guid-
ing point. Without those two elements, great slides make for an 
awfully hollow experience.

I’ve been there. I’ve failed numerous times presenting what I 
thought were great slides only to have a client say at the end: 
“Those were nice slides, but….” 

This is when you know too much time was spent on “wow” visu-
als and not enough time spent on a strong point view, ideas, and 

story structure. I have learned over the years that content is num-
ber one, while dazzling fireworks on the screen are far down the 
list. If you have both, that’s win you become a powerful commu-
nicator.

My favorite analogy that fits this scenario involves the restaurant 
business. Imagine going to a fine restaurant, with all its niceties 
-- white tablecloths, china plates, candles, and a team of waiters 
attending to your every need. There are violinists playing in the 
background. You are dazzled by the whole experience. You place 
your orders and as the food arrives you begin to notice the por-
tions are small, the food is cold, and the meat, though covered in 
nice sauce, is tough. The staff is very attentive, of course, and 
then you get the bill. The price takes your breath away. You 
smile, you pay the bill, and you get out. It’s unlikely you will ever 
come back again. 

This experience is what your audience experiences when you pre-
sent a dazzling set of visuals served up with a weak point of view, 
ill-formed ideas, and no story structure. It’s a bad recipe that the 
BoldPoint Technique is designed to fix.

In this book, we take you through the third part of our three-
part process, where we do in fact show you how to take your 
slides from mediocre to masterful. We navigate you through to-
day’s hottest designs, colors, photographic trends, fonts, back-
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grounds, and chart designs. We show you the history of how these 
systems were developed and we package these tools for you in a 
systematic approach based on three core themes: Image-Strong, 
Word-Strong, and Data-Strong. 

You can choose one theme or you can mix and match. BoldPoint’s 
SlideStar system shows you the fast-track to great slide making, 
how to contrast slides for greater impact, how to understand grid 
structures, how to maximize photos to their fullest extent, and 
how to make facts and figures come to life.

There are many great design books and guides available, including 
Garr Reynolds’ Presentation Zen, and Nancy Duarte’s Slide: ology, 
but this is a complex field and few non-designers are able to fully 
grasp all the concepts, let alone apply them in a practical, hands-
on way that is both artful and high-impact. 

SlideStar does the design work for you. In our books and courses 
we provide easy-to-use design themes and ideas that enable you to 
create beautiful slides that work powerfully with your point of 
view and story structure. In addition, by joining our online commu-
nity (www.boldpointnow.com), you will receive weekly advice, slide 
show tips, free photos, and updates on the latest in presenting.

Let’s get started on designing some great slides and visuals.
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Chapter 1

Too Vague, Too Complex, Too Impractical

This book is a very 
different take on the 
subject of slide design, it is 
written by a non-designer 
for non-designers. 

Unlocking Design Secrets 

All Photo Credits/Sources: Chapter 11



My graphic design friends are bent over with laughter at the 
idea of me writing a book on slide design. What can a non-
designer add to the discussion on design? 

A lot, I tell them. For one thing, design is a complex subject and, 
as it relates to the sub-genre of presentations, specifically busi-
ness presentations, of which millions are delivered everyday by 
non-designers, it seems I might be able to add something new to 
the mix. 

The main purpose of this book is to give all the non-designers on 
the firing line some of the fast and practical tips and techniques 
I have “curated” over the years. By no means is this an exhaustive 
analysis of the subject. In fact, I don’t want to burden my non-
designer readers with anything that is exhaustive. 

I want to cut through all the design theory and technical verbi-
age and get right down to the basics rules and techniques that 
will instantly help people create compelling and high-impact 
slides. It is not that hard, but it does take some understanding of 
the basics. 

In no way do I want to take away from the great work of serious 
design professionals. I encourage everyone to dig deeper into the 
subject, but the all too real daily pressures of work and life make 
a full-study of presentation design, and design in general, flat out 
impractical and unrealistic for most who are giving presentations 
on a regular basis. 

Like many, I have a bookcase in my study with row upon row of 
design books. It is a lifetime of reading and study, in the amateur 
sense, of the business of design. I have to admit I love books and 
there are many on garden design and home design, but as I got 
into starting BoldPoint and helping people create more powerful 
presentations I began pouring over them once again. It’s kind of 
scary to think I bought all these books. There are two on fonts 
and three on logos, and about ten on branding and advertising. 
There are two or three on website design (horribly out of date 
now) and even one or more of an academic nature, like design 
principles, layouts, information design, infographics, witty think-
ing through graphic design, and so on. Then, of course, there is a 
whole shelf on presentations and slide design. If one goes to 
Amazon.com or Barnes & Noble or iBooks.com there are more 
books on design then you care to even imagine. 

If you are serious about design, even presentation design, there 
are schools, seminars, and outside consultants that will be happy 
to teach you design theory and practice. 

You can spend a small fortune on this kind of learning and still 
not be clear on what works best for your basic Monday morning 
overview presentations. If you type in keywords on Google (or 
any search engine) like “better slides” or “how to present better,” 
you will see dozens, if not hundreds, of websites, blogs, videos, 
and tips about presenting more effectively. It is a case of classic 
information overload. 

Who has time for all this? You didn’t sign up to be a professional 
graphic designer, did you? So, the internal justification goes, why 
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not just use the predesigned templates built into PowerPoint or 
Keynote? Everyone else does.

You are a businessperson, or you work in an organization, and 
you have found yourself in the strange position of having to give 
presentations on a regular basis. It may be new territory for you, 
or old hat, but really you don’t have a clue about design or what 
you are doing when it comes to building out a presentation. If 
you are like most all you do is follow the Microsoft or Apple Key-
note templates, plug in Situation, Objectives, Strategies, blah-
blah. You put the logo at the bottom of every slide, you have a 
nice frame around the text, and maybe you even have a photo-
graph that is in focus. You’re just following the status quo, using 
the same template from the last presentation. In fact, your boss 
told you to use it. So, you do, even if you are mildly interested in 
doing something better, maybe putting a little extra pizzazz in 
the show. 

But where do you start looking for something better? After all, 
you’re not a designer? You just want the basics, the fast rules and 
guidelines. You don’t want to put people to sleep. Steve Jobs’ su-
per presenting style may be masterful, but you’ve got a presenta-
tion on customer service due in three days and you aren’t Steve 
Jobs and you don’t have a team behind you choreographing the 
show. You are on your own and you need instant help.

If you want to learn more, well, there are plenty of books to buy 
and courses to take, including BoldPoint courses, but we feel 
ours is the best starting place. Through experience, we know we 
can save you loads of time and money. Though many try to sell 

their rules for presenting, and others recommend against follow-
ing rules, there has to be some kind of middle ground that regu-
lar folks can follow, the non-designers. If you want to quickly and 
practically understand what works and what doesn’t, and you 
want to know it in a few hours, then you are in the right place. In 
fact, the entire BoldPoint Technique, or our strategic presenta-
tion system, is designed around the novice who doesn’t have time 
to be a designer. Our system is also designed around the practi-
calities of everyday business realities, which is sometimes lost 
among professional designers. 

I cannot tell you how many awful presentations I have attended 
delivered by professional designers. I have sat through major ad-
vertising agency presentations where you could not read the 
type, type so small binoculars would not help. Of course, the 
agency’s TV commercials save the day. 

The problem: designers fall in love with their designs. They are 
meticulously created on high-resolution displays that are right in 
front of their young eyes. Their presentations are fantastic, like 
works of avant-garde magazine art meant for up-close viewing, 
with gorgeous heaps of white space and minimal text. The fonts 
are often wonderfully hip and beautifully contrasted. 

The problem: designers forget that once they plug their laptops 
into a projector and the projector is thirty feet from the screen, 
and daylight is streaming through windows, and there is a crowd 
of seventy-five sitting one hundred feet away from theses marvel-
ous designs (and their eyes aren’t what they used to be) they have 
a problem. There is also the “Let’s Save Time and Make One 
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Document” Syndrome at play, too. This is where the presenter 
(designer or non-designer) is lazy and creates one document, that 
is, the slide show, to be used as the “leave behind” document. 
They, albeit tragically, think they are being clever by squeezing in 
every last detail of their argument into their slides, even if mas-
terly conceived, and then they use it as the all-in-one document. 
The problem is nobody can read anything on the screen because 
it is all too small. Hence, they have spoiled a great opportunity 
for a compelling, high impact presentation – even if it did look 
great back at the office.

There are many factors at play when you are giving presenta-
tions. Unfortunately, the advice that is out in the marketplace to-
day falls into three camps: 1) too vague; 2) too complex; 3) too im-
practical.

Information from the first camp, “too vague,” is so omnipresent 
and so general that it can only help on the most superficial level. 
This kind of help is of the “you must rehearse” and “one idea per 
slide” variety, or “use a shocking statistic” and “use 30-point font 
size.” This is helpful on the surface, but not much good once you 
really start putting your presentation together.

The second camp, “too complex,” is where all the design books 
come into play. By the time you study design books your presen-
tations begin looking like something between a Vanity Fair Maga-
zine article and a Zen garden. Though these looks would im-
prove most presentations enormously, it is a time consuming, 
full-time exercise to keep up to date on the latest trends. 

This is only for those who have a real interest and passion for de-
sign. It is cool, at least I think so, but this is my business. It also 
requires some serious photo searching and curating, as well as a 
sense for color, font, and contrast. Go for it, but do so after I 
show you some easy ideas to get your great slide designs started – 
now!

The third camp, “too impractical,” is when people tell you to use 
five to ten slides only, or have just one big image on your screen, 
or use only thirty-point type or have rules, like the 30-20-10 Rule 
or the 1-7-7 Rule. I love these rules, especially when expert Guy 
Kawasaki presents it in his patently hilarious style, but the real 
world often gets in the way. 

There is a need for some detail, right? No doubt, there will be 
fifty slides versus ten, or maybe even one hundred and fifty slides 
(the horror!) or more. It is just human nature to try to jam every-
thing in and say it all. The BoldPoint system (from point of view 
development to story structure to slide design) helps manage all 
this in a practical, fast, easy to manage system designed for those 
toiling away in the business trenches -- or the conference rooms 
of the world -- everyday. 

Then, of course there are the outsourced slide design companies, 
and there are many. They fall into a few slots: 1) “El Cheapo,” 2) 
“The Whole Enchilada,” and 3) “The Elites.”

The “El Cheapo” variety will take your awful, text heavy slides 
and will put them into a modular structure with colorful back-
grounds rendering them better awful slides. You pay by the slide 
or by the hour or by the project. 
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You can find “professional PowerPoint certified” fixers in the 
United States or in Mumbai, generally where labor is cheap. If in 
Mumbai, well, you can send in your slides to them during the day 
and when you wake up they will have them for you in the morn-
ing. 

The results are typically less than fabulous. Forget about having a 
point of view (you have to provide that) or a story structure 
(again, this is your responsibility), they merely take your slides and 

touch them up with some often outdated colors, stylized frames, 
and different fonts. Take a look for yourself. 

Above is a typical example of before and after results from one of 
these (to remain nameless) design firms. Are they really that much 
better? I don’t mean to pick on Mumbai either. The United States 
also has plenty of poor quality slide design houses. 

Even the more professional and more expensive slide design 
houses are troublingly awful in what they present as great work. 
Of course, I say it is awful, but real graphic designers may think 
it’s marvelous. 

I am looking at these designs strictly from my daily business point 
of view, which like it or not is where the vast majority of Power-
Point presentations are happening. Of course, I could fill this 
book with such examples. The point is: don’t bother with these 
outfits. You can do this yourself faster, cheaper, and better with 
just the few basic tips outlined in this book.

The “Whole Enchilada” outsourced approach is a little better. 

There are many such firms in the United States and around the 
world, but their primary focus is the whole presentation experi-
ence. They work on the big events, like trades shows, auto expos, 
major corporate conferences, and sales meetings. These are the 
big shops that choreograph the staging, lighting, the sound ef-
fects, the music, and of course, the actual slide shows or individ-
ual presentations. They often will have specialists work with pre-
senters and will take the slides or videos and give them a consis-
tent “look and feel” with the all the other presentations. 
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This is fantastic, but if you are not part of a big event then there 
is no way these firms will help you, and it’s unlikely your com-
pany will cough up real money for your monthly presentation on 
customer service or sales challenges in the next six months. 
Once again, you are on your own.

“The Elites” are next, and you can learn a great deal from them. I 
certainly have. 

The Elites are those that have made a business out of business 
presentations. BoldPoint might be considered one of The Elites, 
but we are a bit different, and I will explain. Typically, The Elites 
are all the charismatic presentation pros and graphic designers 
and storytellers that make a living offering people like you ad-
vice, tips, rules, books, seminars, and courses. 

One of the ultimate goals of The Elites is to give or be part of a 
TED Talk. The Elites are wonderful, but they are confusing, too. 
I have read all the literature from The Elites. Generally, it is not 
a cozy read. It can be dense and theoretical and jargon infused. 
You have to really want to learn about this stuff. If you are look-
ing for quick tips on better presentations you will not find it 
here. Of course, there are some wonderful exceptions and blogs 
and people that are worth their weight in PowerPoint decks, but 
they tend to talk in a language designed for other designers. 

There are some exceptions, like Nancy Duarte, a real pioneer in 
the business of business presentations. She has a real mission to 
change the world one presentation at a time. Over the last 20-
plus years Duarte has built up the top presentation and graphic 
design business in Silicon Valley. She and her firm have worked 

on tens of thousands of presentations and famously guided Al 
Gore on his slide show for the movie, An Inconvenient Truth. 

Duarte has studied the art and science of great presentations, cre-
ating her own formula on what makes for greatness, whether it’s 
Steve Jobs speaking to Stanford University graduates or Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech in front of the 
Lincoln Memorial. 

Her books Resonate and Slid:ology are great books to savor, 
learn from, and to have on your bookshelf. She has made great 
design accessible for anyone, and I applaud here. The challenge 
is that these books are so good, so thorough, so in-depth, and so 
filled with background and theory that for the beginner looking 
for something beyond the basics it can be hard to fathom. I of-
ten give Duarte’s book Resonate to friends about to give a presen-
tation and they’ll say, “Yeah, it was great, but I still don’t know 
what to do, exactly.” This is the rub: people want to be told what 
to do -- exactly. They need some quick and fast guidance just to 
get them started. Once they get started, they can go deeper.

Another one of the exceptional Elites is Garr Reynolds. Rey-
nolds 2008 book Presentation Zen is a classic. It is a wonderful 
overview of the state of the modern business presentation. If you 
are serious about improving your presentations long-term, and 
you should be, this is another must read. But again, it can be a 
dense slog and often the “before” and “after” examples are out of 
touch with the average middle or senior manager’s ability to cre-
ate. For example, a six-bullet text slide is turned into six wonder-
fully stylized light bulbs, with text under each. 
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It is highly unlikely anyone that is not a professional designer 
would come up with six different light bulb styles. Why? They 
don’t have the eye, the initial creative tools, the time, or the abil-
ity to comb through iStock.com photos for hours, even if they 
should. 

The Elites include the previously mentioned Guy Kawasaki, Seth 
Godin, and also Cliff Atkinson, author of Beyond Bullet Points. 
There is even The Non-Designer’s Design Book, by Robin Wil-
liams (not the comedian), but that is geared more for print de-
sign. 

There are numerous others that are more than valuable to learn 
from, but as you can see it can take a good chunk of time and 
money to get what you need for your next round of presenta-
tions, and you still may be lost. 

I recommend you learn from all of these masters. But you will 
find essential gaps, too. For example, everybody tells you to 
come up with a single message (or point of view) and create a 
three-act story from it. Great, except, how do you create a point 
of view? There is nothing anywhere about this most important 
first step. 

That is why we created the BoldPoint book, Point of You. This 
shows you exactly how to come up with a compelling angle for 
your presentation. Then, once you have a strong point of view, 
the question arises: How can one easily create a compelling 
story? Our StoryPilot book provides three no-nonsense tem-
plates that are easy to follow and manage. 

The third part, the all-important high-impact visual, is decon-
structed for you in this book. 

Okay, let’s start designing some slides.
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Chapter 2

What You Were Never Told About Slide 
Design: 4 Big Tips You Can Use Right Now

Authors of design books don’t fully 
understand what business people, 
non-designers, want and need in 
slide design. 

All Photo Credits/Sources: Chapter 11



In studying the subject of slide design from a layman’s point of 
view, I often get the feeling designers are talking to each other 
and not to the average business person clueless to design basic, 
except to what they have seen and heard from their bosses. 

Business people on the firing line want to know what the best 
background colors are to use. White? Black? Blue? Does it mat-
ter? 

Next, they want to know how big the text size should be and 
what color? Is red better than blue? Is black still okay? What 
about orange? Then, we want to know about animations and use 
of video and cool transitions. Should graphics be 2-D or 3-D? 
How can I get those cool reflections? Is 14-point type okay for 
sub-bullets? Can I go even smaller?

Most people preparing to present don’t care about story struc-
ture or point of view, the two most critical elements in any good 
presentation. Most regular folks are crazy for slide tricks, as if de-
sign alchemy will make them presentation rock stars. This chap-
ter is all about four critical basics that answer many questions 
non-designers have and once we’ve tackled those basics we can 
move on to more advanced design practices. The first basic is the 
Grid, which brings us to the principle of the “Rule of Thirds.” In 
the BoldPoint book, StoryPilot, we go into detail about the 
power of three and the “Rule of Threes,” a very powerful commu-
nication tool few people know about or use effectively. The “Rule 
of Thirds” plays off this, and it is a powerful design tool.

Throughout time the idea of the “trinity,” “trilogy,” or “triumvi-
rate” has been a magical force. You might even recall from child-
hood the Sesame Street song, “Three Is A Magic Number.” 
Though I have not seen any scientific research on this, from eve-
rything I have researched the power of three is undeniable. Our 
brains seem to absorb three things much easier than two or four. 
There is a kind of tripod-like symmetry that works on many lev-
els: memory, design, humor, storytelling, religion -- everything. 
Now, when a person in a meeting says, “There are three parts to 
this solution…” I just smile. They know the power of three. 
When you understand this you will see “threes” everywhere and 
you will start using it yourself. When you do, watch how people 
pay attention.

The power of three in design, for example, lets the brain respond 
to three things more actively than to any other number. Design-
ers study this in school. It creates tension and drama and when 
elements, colors, and fonts work together it becomes even 
stronger – anything more becomes a mushy stew for our brains 
to process, anything less is dull. 

In writing, the power of three is most evident in the three-act 
story. In comedy writing, for example, the power of three is just 
funnier than the power of two or four, or any other number. 
“Three men walk into a bar….” You’ve heard the jokes and yet 
you probably never thought, “Why three? Why not two men 
walk into a bar?” Three is the perfect number. It is whole some-
how. A series of three ideas, three words, three people creates a 
linear build or progression that, like the three-act play, sets up 
the challenge, builds upon it, and then releases it. There is an old 
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Roman motto: "Omne trium perfectum." Translated this means 
“everything in threes is perfect.” 

In music there are triplets and in comedy there is the comic tri-
ple. The theory in music, for example, is one note starts the pro-
gression, the second begins the pattern, and the third offers sur-
prise. A chord is made up of three notes that could be described 
as “home,” “connector,” and “away.” All three together make for a 
pleasing sound. It is the same in comedy. Comedians play on the 
concept of three to throw the audience off track (and make them 
laugh) with the third element – ba da – bing – creating the hu-
mor. The classic joke structure is a simple rule of three: set-up, 
anticipation, punchline. The punchline (surprise) comes third, 
breaking the pattern in an interesting way, creating a whole – be-
ginning, middle, and end. And so, in design you work with the 
“Rule of Thirds.” It’s as if our brains can only hold three ideas at 
a time, but it can do it many times over.

The examples are endless because information presented in 
groups of three sticks in our heads better than other clusters of 
items. For example: “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”; 
“Government of the people, by the people, for the people”; 
“Friends, Romans, Countrymen”; “Blood, sweat, and tears”; “Lo-
cation, location, location”; “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit”; “Faith, 
Hope, and Charity”; “Mind, Body, Spirit”; and on and on.

Stick with the rule of three. It works instantly to super-charge 
your presentations. Now that you have a base understanding the 
“Rule of Three” we will show you how it translates into visual de-
sign and presentation.

Big Tip No. 1: The Grid & The Golden Ratio

What a difference “The Golden Ratio” will make on your next 
slide deck.

There is something in the design world called “The Golden Ra-
tio.” It has to do with the perfect rectangle and an ideal propor-
tion (1:1.618 – don’t ask). This is the nirvana of proportions in the 
design field. Now, if you put a set of lines into this rectangle, 
breaking it into smaller, equally-sized rectangles, you get a grid 
that will work magic, since your rectangle is now divided up and 
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down into thirds. There is a whole design theory built around 
grids, from flow lines, to column intervals, to margins, to mod-
ules. There are chapters in books devoted to active and inactive 

areas created by margins. 

Don’t worry about this now, just work with what is presented be-
low. 

What’s next is simple. Find the intersection points of the grid. 
Place you headlines, your photos, or your illustrations on these 
intersection points. Don’t go by the usual “centered” PowerPoint 

template positions for headers and body copy. Don’t type your 
headlines in at the center top and don’t plop your photos in the 
middle of the rectangle. You use the different intersection points 
of the grid 

(yes, these are called “power points”) to create interest and ten-
sion between words and images, or just words. These triangles 
play off the idea of the power of three. This is, in design par-
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Avoid using templates if you can. Place text, images, and charts on 
or near the “power points.” This creates a natural tension and dy-
namic in the slide you cannot get with template formats.

By placing your image (apples) over one “power point” and your 
text (“Business Is Growing” over another you create tension that is 
interesting. The lines wi" be eliminated, but you can see the differ-
ence already when compared to the standard “centered” template 
approach. Stretching the apple image bi'er is even better. 



lance, the “Rule of Thirds.” You could probably use two items or 
four, but it’s just not as powerful due to the “Rule of Thirds.”

The general theory is that when you use the grid intersection 
points you hit the “power points” (like a designer vortex) and you 
create a dynamic tension, or interest, that is unseen, but is felt. 
It’s true. It’s a design basic that nearly no one knows in business, 
but all designers know and forget to tell us regular folk. If you do 
nothing else with your visuals but incorporate this basic grid and 
“Rule of Thirds” design into your presentations your visuals will 

be infinitely better off, and so will your audience. It will begin to 
change the way you look at every slide from this point forward. 
You can find this rule in most any design book, but it is often bur-
ied or not translated for business presentations. It really was 
meant for magazine, newspaper, advertising, and brochure lay-
outs. You won’t find this tip on any Google search or any Yahoo 
search, unless you knew to search for “grid design.” If you knew 
this already, fantastic, you are one step ahead of everyone else. 
You, and everyone reading this, are now “Slide Stars” rising.

Big Tip No. 2: White vs. Black vs. Color Backgrounds

There is nothing more pristine than white. 

White space is crisp, clear, transparent, and neutral. Designers 
love white space. Oh, the fights I’ve had with designers about 
white space. Of course, they were right, but I just had to get my 
words in, or my fuzzy image, or something else to muck up all 
that blank space. Then, there is black. Isn’t it the new white? 
Doesn’t Apple use black backgrounds in all of its presentations? 
Isn’t black, or a dark faded gray, the newest “it” color? 

I have to admit choosing background color is troubling. It’s 
probably the number one issue most people worry about when 
starting a slide deck. You get all sorts of conflicting reports from 
the experts, and of course, everyone is an expert these days – 
your boss, the client, your associates. “Black is too depressing!” 
“White is too stark.” “White makes everything fade away in a 
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You can see the apple and headline text are near the now invisible “power 
point” intersections.  The effect creates balance, tension, and interest for the 
audience, especia"y with a fu"-size, sharp image.  



bright room.” “Black is only for big events, not everyday stuff.” 
“White is classy, cool, and lets the photos ‘pop.’”

There is no one answer, but there are things to stay away from 
and to consider. Nancy Duarte, a leader in the field of slide de-
sign, uses a dark-blue denim background in her own personal 
presentations. It’s a nice hybrid. It’s dark, but not too dark. It al-
lows for “pop” when a photo is placed against it, but in a corpo-
rate environment denim blue may be too folksy, but it’s wonder-
fully personal and that counts for a lot. It’s all very confusing and 
subjective. If nothing else the information below will arm you so 
you will be able to fend off those pesky questions your associates 
heave your way about why you chose one background color over 
another.

Color in Brief

Color is emotion. You want serious, then gray is good. You want 
happy, then blue might be best. If nothing else, color evokes feel-
ings and the right feelings can help sell and persuade an audi-
ence, and help the brain absorb information. You don’t need 
years of study to decide what’s the best color, just think what will 
work best for your audience and the room.

By way of a little color theory, blues and greens are considered 
“cool” colors, while orange and reds are “warm.” A lot of the Pow-
erPoint pre-selected colors (which I personally avoid) use the 
cooler range for backgrounds and warmer colors for text. This 
combination makes the text more visible, generally. The darker 

the room, the darker the slide background can be and the 
brighter the text. But in a lighter room the inverse works best, 
that is, lighter background with darker text. 

There is no right or wrong, but just what works.

White/Gray Background Insights 

White (or light gray) gets a bad rap as a background color. One 
reason: it seems so plain. 
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A white (or gray) slide backgrounds gives a clean, crisp look to sharp 
images and provides ample space for text headlines and use of color.  



With the right graphics and images, white can be the most pow-
erful and professional of background colors. Think of your own 
big flat screen television screen and the many commercials you 
view on it. Most advertisers use high-resolution white as the 
background. Few use black. Why? Producers know white “pops” 
all the colorful text and images while black does not, especially 
since most people watch their television screens in well-lit 
rooms. It may also be that PowerPoint (and other tools) has such 
a variety of colored templates that would-be presenters just jump 
into something that they think looks more hip, or not as over-
used. 

White requires some deft management of the grid’s “power 
points” and the artful use of images (which we will show you). 
Without strong images and text and the ability to manipulate 
them, white may be a handicap. But without a touch of artful-
ness, no background color will help much.

The main issue with using white is the room you are presenting 
in: if dark, white can be brilliant or blinding. Brilliant if the de-
sign is right. Blinding if not, since the white tends make people’s 
eyes squint. If the room is light, then white comes off much 
more naturally and allows for the on-screen words and images to 
come across cleanly, and not washed out. White Tip: White 
background = white, bright rooms.

Black/Gray Background Insights

Everyone loves black, or gradient gray. Everyone knows it’s Ap-
ple’s mainstay for its wow new product launches. The key ele-
ments, however, that make those presentations work are the audi-
torium, which is very dark, the product images, which are very 
crisp, colorful, and huge, and everyone has a lot of built up antici-
pation. 

It’s like being in darkened movie theater watching some great 
trailer for an action-thriller. You have to ask yourself: Do you 
have the same wow factor in your presentation? Is the audience 
in the same frame of mind? Are they in a darkened theater, antici-
pating the next new product revolution? Do you have the same 
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Same image and text with black background offers a different feel, 
equa"y strong as white, but better for use in darker rooms. Image re-
flection adds to the effect of speed, too.



high-resolution images? Or do you have a lot of text and small, 
fuzzy images? 

If the room has windows and daylight pouring in you may want 
to reconsider black or gray. The black will washout and your 
lighter text and images will become difficult to read. Also, if you 
don’t have great images, again, reconsider black. Black/Gray 
Tip: Black background = black or darkened room. 

All Other Color Insights

People fall in love with their favorite colors, even if they are aw-
ful for presentations. Generally, those warm and fuzzy colors, 
like red, orange, and yellow are lousy as presentation back-
grounds. Blue, in the cool spectrum, is the number one Power
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Tours of Africa

Croft & Holmes
Adventure LTD, Kenya

Blue is among the most popular backgrounds and this “denim blue” style 
offers a so!er feel then black or gray.  Above and below are examples of 
the denim stye

White or black background can be used.  Both look great.  The decid-
ing factor is the room.  If bright, then lighter backgrounds.  If dark, 
then darker backgrounds.



Point favorite. Light blue backgrounds, in its many forms (tex-
tured, lighter, darker), are most prevalent. 

You may find yourself locked into a company standard template 
designed to reflect the company’s brand. There are some tricks 
to work with this, such as full-slide images and bold text that can 
dramatically improve and change-up things (we get into this in 
later sections of this book). 

The simple background design rule, no matter what color used as 
a background: if white or black text doesn’t display well against a 
color, don’t use it because nobody will be able to read or see your 

text. Color Background Tip: If black or white text IS 
NOT readable with chosen background color, DO NOT 
USE that background color!

Big Tip No. 3: Blank Slides, Big Text, Big Numbers

Here’s a big tip: forget the templates and their predetermined 
text box locations. 

When you start creating a new slide show, or deck, avoid the tem-
plate layouts altogether. Go right to the blank layout in the tem-
plate you like, or is used by your company. I prefer the white (it’s 
where I start; I can always change the background color later; or, 
create boxes and expand them across the entire slide, or portions 
of the slide) template with a blank layout. Once you have that 
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Typical blue background and gradient that makes for difficult reading. 
Of course, fu" sentences don’t help readability. Starker contrasts be-
tween background and text work best.

A standard template, like the PowerPoint slide on the le!, is the typical starting 
point.  If you select the “blank” layout you have to *eedom to design across the 
slide more easily using the “grid.”



blank canvas (no matter what the background color), you are 
now free to create and use the power of the grid for your text, im-
ages, charts, and illustrations. 

Now you can start the fun of designing each slide to tell your 
story. 

It is important to mix up the slides in terms of image sizes, text 
sizes, amount of text, and amount of builds. This keeps the audi-
ence interested and guessing at what might come next. For exam-
ple, if you really want to bore your audience to tears, offer them a 
series of slides with all text or all images. These will kill things 

fast. But if you mix it up with big images, big words, text heavy, 
and light text you create a certain surprise that will help keep 
your message and story energized. 

Ideally, you want words to be big and bold, which means you 
can’t have a lot of words on a single slide. For basics, select one 
simple font style and make it clean: Arial, Cambria, Helvetica. As 
you get better with your design you can play around with other 
fonts, but for now keep it simple and play with size and color. 

21

Good use of large number with appropriate image.  In this case, the im-
age does not conflict with the number.

Most slides, unfortunately, look the above one.  Word heavy and diffi-
cult to read or digest.  If you are stuck with sma" type try boxing it, fi"-
ing with a dark color, use white text, then bold it. Alternate the color of 
the boxes for better contrast.



Some experts say have no more than three to six words for titles. 
One word is better still. Guy Kawasaki’s rule is use nothing 
smaller than 30-point type anywhere, but that can be tough. 

Another way to look at it is, never go smaller than 18 point – ever! 
And, even with 18-point type you need to have it stand out using 
white type against a black box. Clearly, you want your titles to be 
bigger than your body copy text, but you can also create contrast 
with boxes and color. If forced to use extremely small type, then 
please make sure you create a box, fill it in with black or dark gray 
or another dark color, and use white for the font color against it. 
It is your only option. For right now, let’s not worry about shadow-
ing, 3-D effects, or other advanced options.

Few people get creative with text, but you can try something dif-
ferent with your text the next time you present. In the example 
to the right you will see what I refer to as a “mini word cloud.” 
This is where you take one key thought or idea and play up its im-
portance or lack of importance using smaller and larger type. 

The larger words are the key points, while the smaller words are 
in support. This is a different way of using the bullet technique, 
without bullets. You can add drama by fading in, or out, these 
“mini word clouds. Another use of over-sized words in presenta-
tions can be used with questions, like “Why?”

In your story (and it has to work within your three-act story struc-
ture) you want to set up questions to diffuse any doubters that 
may be in the audience. These single word “breaks” in the presen-
tation can also be a huge relief to the audience and a nice point 
where you, the presenter, can speak directly to them without any 
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You can have fun with word sizes and colors in your title and break slides.  
Here are two examples of a simple “mini” world clouds that are different 
*om the usual styles.



slides at all, answer the silent burning questions, or add support 
slides for what the audience has just seen.

Big numbers make a statement, as we saw earlier. I am sure 
you’ve seen the big number technique used successfully. 

If you haven’t tried it, give it a go.

One way to mix it up is to use this technique in combination 
with your charts. Make it a one-two punch of 1) a big number 
finding and 2) a fuller chart to support it. (More on this in the 
“Data” chapter.) Another way of doing this is to blow-up the sin-
gle most important finding or percentage and make it place it 
against your chart. Nobody has time to study your chart. All they 
have time for is the general trend line and the biggest surprise 
number. You need to help them by adding that surprise number 
in the most dramatic way possible. So, another one-two punch is 
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Simple one word “break” slides can do wonders for the presenter and 
audience.  They provide a pause between sections and they can answer 
questions the audience may be thinking.  They can work with any back-
ground color you choose.

The “One-Two Data Punch” shows a big number and then in next 
slide backs it up with details.  Great images can help so long as they 
don’t get in the way.



showing the 1) trends in the graph and then 2) fade in the big 
finding or findings. Keep the findings to just one or two. One is 
preferable. As you get used to oversized numbers you will start 
using the technique more and more.

Big Tip No. 4: Sharp Images & Your Own Image Bank

Images are your savior when it comes to any presentation. How 
you find them and how you artfully use them is critical to suc-
cess. Without good images, you’re presentation ship is sunk.

The problem for most regular business people is that they: 1) 
don’t have the time to search for good images and 2) they don’t 
have the money (or an account) with one of the many photo ar-
chive resources, like iStockphoto.com or Shutterstock.com, to 
name just two of dozens. Hence, this results in immediate prob-
lems: 1) the overuse of clip art and the many free photos pre-
loaded into “slideware” software programs; and 2) the cutting and 
pasting of images found on the Internet, which are often, pixi-
lated, fuzzy (low-resolution) and generally look awful. Let’s tackle 
the issue one step at a time.

Find Time For Photo Searching and Archiving

Every graphic designer I know spends an inordinate amount of 
time searching for photos. In fact, there is usually a budget line 
in proposals for “photo search and editing,” or something similar. 
It does take some thought and planning to find the right images 
that will make your story come to life in a way that is different. 
You don’t want to use the same photos everyone else has used for 
the last three years -- the man shouting through a cone, the 

happy faces, the arrows going up and up, hands holding planet 
earth – if you can avoid it. 

I have a folder on my desktop called “Photo Archive.” Whenever 
I happen to find a good photo I save it there. Every now and 
then I organize these random photos into categories, like busi-
ness meetings, automotive, happy faces, people shaking hands, 
logistics, high-tech, moods, and so forth. Once a month, or so, I 
put down on my calendar “Photo Search” for one hour – usually 
on a Sunday night or whenever I think I will have the time to 
comfortably search for photos on the Internet, on photo archive 
sites, like Flickr, and elsewhere. I find I get lost in these photo 
search missions and often spend hours fascinated by all the inter-
esting images I find. 

If I know I have a presentation coming up then I do have a bit 
more focus. I write down on a pad of paper all the possible fun, 
possible, and interesting images that might fit into the presenta-
tion. If it is a technology presentation, for example, I will look 
for high-speed images, fiber-optic images, digital design images, 
anything technology-driven. As I search, I start finding all sorts 
of cool images that I would never have thought of and though 
maybe they are all not appropriate for this particular presenta-
tion I will save them in my folder for later use.

If you follow this approach before you know it you will have a 
huge archive of photos at the ready for all your future presenta-
tions. But it does take some dedicated time browsing photo 
houses and other Internet sources. Or, if you are on vacation 
take a few shots that you know you may want to use, like “tip
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ping your toe in the water” or “No Lifeguard On Duty.” These 
fun photos, that are obviously homemade, are a great way to 
make key points in a personal way. 

There is no shame in using some clip art and pre-loaded images 
found in your presentation software toolkit. I use people images 
all the time that I find there. But one way to use them is to 
“package” them up in fresh ways. 

There are some clip art images that have people holding blank 
signs. I use these all the time. I write in messages that relate to 
my story. People don’t see the image as much as they see the mes-
sage I have written on the sign. 

There are many uses of these images that work just fine. You just 
don’t want to rely on these clip art and pre-loaded photos for en-
tire presentations, presentation after presentation. The audience 
will be on to you.

The Cost and Non-Cost of Good Photos

Where do you start if you don’t have an iStockphoto or Shutter-
stock photo account? 

To find great images I go directly to the search engines, like Goo-
gle or Yahoo, and in the search box I select the category “Im-
ages” or “Photos” and then I just type in the subject I want to 
search for, such as “digital technology,” or “smartphones,” or 
“business meetings,” or “sailing ships,” or a company logo, or 
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Sometimes personalizing your story with “homemade” images can be 
more effective than stock images.  Next time you are on vacation look for 
opportunities you might find useful later.

Genera"y, you want to avoid over use of clip art, but sometimes you can 
get lucky and find great stuff, like people with signs.  The messages you 
write on the signs are what the audience sees.



whatever you think will work best for your presentation. In-
stantly, hundreds of photos or logos or high-tech art will pop up 
for use, and most have no royalty rights for non-commercial use. 
And, then there is freephoto.com, or many of the same variety.  

Ideally, you want completely free, royalty free, no rights or usage 
license images. They are out there, but it takes some digging.
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Step 1: Find an image online that 
you can use. Check rights. This 
one is about mapping the mind.

Step 2: Using “clip and grab” app, 
cut the image you want and save 
it as a jpeg or TIFF.

Step 3: Insert the jpeg 
image into your slide 
like a normal image.  Be-
gin creating.

Above, an example of extracting good images *om online sources.  The im-
age above le! was “grabbed,” saved, and then inserted into a slide show.  
Many good images are approved for non-commercial usage. Always check 
rights. This image is *om www.*eephotos.com

http://www.freephotos.com
http://www.freephotos.com


Look for the sharpest and cleanest images first and when you 
find them right click your mouse to “download” these great im-
ages to your file or desktop. Or, you can buy “clip and grab” soft-
ware tools (not expensive) that allow you to select, cut, past, and 
save any image you find on any website. 

These tools help immensely for cutting and cropping images, 
and it keeps them sharp for inserting into your presentation. You 
can also go to Flickr and “grab” all the great images found there, 
so long as you follow the usage rights outlined on each one. 

Many of the Flickr images are free and open for use for non-
commercial purposes, such as internal presentations. 

The point is, create time for finding your photos. Once you start 
it’s difficult to stop. Before long you will be in the photo search 
“zone,” where time whizzes by. It will pay off big time later on.

If you do have an account with one of the many “paid” online 
photo houses then you are in luck. You can pay per photo or if 
you are really lucky and your company has an unlimited usage ac-
count (unlikely, unless you work for an advertising agency or con-
sulting firm) you are golden. Either way, this can get expensive. If 
you have to pay for each photo, then you want to select carefully. 
Give yourself a budget, of say, one hundred dollars. This won’t go 
far for super high-resolution images (designed for print quality 
design), but you will be able to get quit a few (4-8 photos) excel-
lent, medium resolution photos for that sum (depending on the 
photo), which you can use forever. 

In your presentation these bought images should be used in key 
locations for maximum impact, like your title slide and in key lo-
cations throughout your slide show. You can manipulate these 
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Yahoo, Google, Shutter-
stock, iStockPhoto, 
Getty Images a" have 
great photos that can 
be bought or have lim-
ited usage fees for inter-
nal meeting purposes.  
Other photo services, 
like *eephotos.com of-
fer no cost use of im-
ages.



photos too, with cropping, reflection, and framing tools, so as to 
avoid the feeling of repetition. Over time, as you buy three or 
four at a once, you will begin to build up a vault of super photos. 

The main reason you need good resolution photos, and interest-
ing photos, is that we are going to show you how to create slides 
where images fill most, if not all, of the screen. In order to do 
this, you need good quality photos. The number one problem I 
have found with the images people use in presentations is that 
the resolution is too low and therefore they are forced to pinch 
down the photos to very small sizes, just because of poor resolu-
tion. Everyone in the audience knows this, because they’ve been 
there too. 

It shows a kind of laziness on the part of the presenter that he or 
she did not spend the time needed to provide decent photos. It’s 
as if the presenter is saying to the crowd: “Yeah, I know this im-
age sucks, it’s too small and fuzzy and you can barely see it, but I 
just didn’t have time to find a good one, but you get the idea any-
way, right?” 

You have to dedicate some real time to this function of photo 
search and archiving if you want to be a powerful presenter. Im-
age Tip: Spend one hour a week searching good quality 
photos.

* ' ' *  '  ' *

If you read no further, if you do not a single thing more than fol-
low “The 4-Big Tips” outlined in this chapter then you will see 
your slide designs improve substantially. People will take notice, 
I promise. 

If you do just one of the four tips above, you will see a vast im-
provement. If you master all four, you are on your way to being a 
slide rock star.

There is more to learn, much more, but you now have the founda-
tion that will make the rest that much more powerful for you 
and your audience. 

Remember, it is not about great slides. It is about your message 
(your point of view), the story you’re telling (a three-part struc-
ture) and then it’s about the slides. The slides (or any visuals) are 
the icing on the cake.
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