Developing and Using Visual Aids


I. Why use visual aids?

A. To increase audience understanding of the topic

B. To increase audience recall or help the presentation to have lasting impacts

C. To add authenticity or proof

D. To add variety

E. To add impact

F. To keep the audience focused

1. To limit note taking

2. To keep the audience with the speaker

II. How many visual aids should be used?

A. The number depends on the speaker, the speaking style, and the length of the presentation.

1. Many speakers do not use any visual aids.

2. The minimum amount of time a slide should be shown is ten to twenty seconds.

3. The maximum amount of time a slide should be shown is about two minutes.

4. On average, one slide is presented for every minute of presentation.

B. The author has found that the amount of time to develop an integrated animated slide show with Microsoft’s PowerPoint® is as follows:

1. Between six and twenty animated slides can be developed in a single day. 

2. The average amount of time to develop a slide is between one and four hours per slide.  

3. The time estimates do not include the time for the presentation research and outline.  

C. 
A visual aid should not be visible after it has been used and the speaker has finished referencing it—the audience should not be distracted looking at an old visual aid while the speaker is addressing another point.  

III. Types of visual aids

A. Word charts

B. Photographs

C. Sketches

D. Maps

E. Graphs

F. Charts

G. Posters

H. Objects or models

I. Combinations such as a word chart with a sketch or map

IV. Visual aid presentation medium Ref #9, Ref #22
A. Static visual aids—visual aids that do not change during the presentation

1. Flip charts

2. 35 mm slides

3. Overhead slides

4. Computer slide presentation without animation

5. Handouts

B. Dynamic visual aids—visual aids that change during the presentation

1. Video and audio presentations

2. Animated computer graphics

3. Computer software demonstrations

4. Chalkboard presentations that are modified during the presentation

5. Actual objects or models

C. Selection of the best visual aid medium to use

1. The time and resources that are available to develop the visual aids

a) Static visual aids are easiest to develop and usually have the shortest development time.

(1) Allow enough time for printing and film development.

(2) Visual aids that require printing are difficult and expensive to change at the last moment.

(3) Static computer slide presentations can be modified easily at the last moment.

b) Dynamic visual aids are the hardest to develop and require the longest development time.

(1) Video and audio presentations

(a) Usually take the most time and resources to develop.

(b) Cannot be easily modified at the last moment.

(2) Chalkboard presentations

(a) Can be modified during the presentation.

(b) Require a skilled and experienced presenter who can write clearly and who can spell.

(3) Computer software demonstrations

(a) The time to develop the demonstration script and to rehearse can be significant.  

(b) Can be modified to show what the audience wants.  

(c) Can be modified during the presentation in response to the audience's request (this can be risky and requires a skilled operator).  

(d) Require a skilled operator who knows the software.  

(e) Usually require a script to show the desired features.

(f) Are risky due to equipment and software problems and the significant opportunity for operator error while under the pressure of the presentation.

(4) Animated computer graphics

(a) Can require significant time for development but usually less than video presentations.

(b) Can be modified at the last moment.

(c) Are becoming the standard business presentation medium.

2. The availability of needed equipment

a) Static printed materials do not require specialized equipment.

b) 35 mm slide shows and computer-generated images use computer and projection equipment that require electrical power.  

3. Size of the audience

a) The visual aids must be readable by the entire audience.  

(1) The extreme right and left seats in the front row must not be at an angle greater than 50 degrees from the center of the screen (35 degrees is optimum). Ref #24j
(2) Viewing distance. Ref #24j
(a) Optimum viewing distance from an image is two to eight times the height of the image.  

(b) Maximum viewing distance is eight times the height of the image.  

(3) Screen size. Ref #24j
(a) Screen dimensions of the projected image are three units to four units with a diagonal length of five.  

(b) Image length = 1.33 times the image height.

(c) Diagonal image length = 1.67 times the image height.

(4) The smallest image or character height in inches = 0.035 times the projection distance in feet. Ref #24j
(5) Room lighting.

(a) Eliminate any light that shines directly on or behind the screen. Ref #24j
(b) The minimum image brightness should be six times brighter than the ambient room lighting. Ref #24j
(c) Room lighting must be bright enough for note taking.

(d) The speaker should be illuminated and his/her face visible to the audience.  

b) Flip charts and chalkboard talks are appropriate for small audiences.  

c) Overheads and computer presentations with appropriate projection equipment are useful for larger audiences.  

d) Computer software demonstrations, even with appropriate projection equipment, are difficult to read due to the use of small fonts in the computer software.  

4. Audience expectations

a) Audiences now expect the use of visual aids, and most now expect the use of computer-generated visual aids.

b) Audiences now want both printed copies of the visual aids as well as electronic copies.  

c) Audiences are beginning to want access to the visual aids through the Internet.  

V. Time to develop or construct the visual aids

A. Static visual aids are easier to prepare.  

B. General rule of thumb—one slide or graphic for each minute of presentation.  

1. A twenty-minute presentation should have about twenty slides.

2. The amount of time to develop the visual aids for a twenty-minute presentation is between twenty and sixty hours.  

C. The development of integrated animated visual aids often leads to changes in the structure of the presentation.  

D. The words and graphics should be defined by the presenter so the presenter is not forced to use language that is not part of his/her normal speech.  

VI. Constructing effective visual aids Ref #9, Ref #22
A. Visual aids must be an integral part of the presentation. Ref #22
1. Visual aids must support and add to the presentation.

2. Flashy visual aids cannot save a poorly structured and delivered presentation.  

3. A simple visual aid that is well used is much more effective than a complex visual aid that is poorly presented.

4. Visual aids should not be the presentation—the speaker is the central or most important element in the communication process. Ref #25
B. Visual aids should be simple and quickly read.

1. Less is better—a simple, well designed visual aid is more effective and memorable than a busy visual aid with a lot of data and information.  

2. The audience must be able to read the slide in one or two seconds.

3. Do not force the audience to read a long and complex slide while the speaker is talking—an audience that is reading a slide is not listening to the speaker.

C. Limit the amount of material on each graphic.

1. Limit the amount of text or words on each graphic.

2. Try to limit the number of words in each line to fewer than five.  

3. Use one thought per line.

4. Try to limit the number of lines of words in a slide to fewer than six.  

5. Try to limit the different items presented on a slide to fewer than seven.  

6. Use progressive disclosure or animation to present more than seven items on a single slide.  

D. Use pictures, drawings, sketches, and diagrams to support your points.  

1. Remember the old adage: "A picture is worth a thousand words."

2. Most people remember pictures better than words.

3. However, the picture must be simple and quickly viewed.

4. Detailed graphics are just as bad as a wordy slide. 

5. Use animation to support your points—grouping and progressive disclosure of information can increase audience recall.

6. Use clip art sparingly and make sure it is germane to the presentation.

E. Check the visual aid for errors and spelling mistakes.  

F. Avoid the use of fancy borders and backgrounds.  

1. Fancy borders take valuable space in the graphic and do not add any information.  

2. Restrict the repetitive use of the company logo.  

a) Don't include the logo in the slide master.  

b) Use the company logo on the title slide and closing slide.  

3. Keep backgrounds consistent and subtle.

4. Use plain background to avoid conflicts with some graphics.

5. Use dark backgrounds to increase slide readability (a simple black background is the best and does not conflict with any color).

6. Never use a white background in a dark room.  

G. Use colors carefully.

1. Limit the number of colors on a slide or chart.  

a) Some authors suggest limiting the number of colors on a single chart to four.  Ref #24k  This author finds this limitation too restrictive.  

b) The number of different shades of a single color such as gray that can be quickly recognized by an audience is four.

2. Color selection.

a) Use complementary colors.  

(1) Select colors that complement each other.  

(a) The use of complementary colors obtains the most intense color contrasts.  

(b) Use a color wheel to aid in selecting the colors.

(c) Complementary colors are generally found across the diameter of a color wheel.  

(d) Intense blue complements yellow.

(e) Red complements cyan blue.

(f) Green complements magenta.

(2) Select colors that complement the corporate color scheme.

b) Effective color contrast can be achieved by the use of different color tones as well as different colors.

c) Use color discords cautiously or avoid them altogether. 

d) Use light colors on dark backgrounds.

e) Seek the help of graphics professionals to help in selecting colors or in developing color schemes.

3. Use a consistent color scheme for the entire presentation.  

a) This author uses a consistent color scheme for all his slides to facilitate copying slides from one presentation to another.  

b) Use the corporate color scheme.

(1) Projects the corporate image.

(2) Facilitates exchanging slides with fellow employees.  

c) Use standard slide templates for developing color schemes—avoid busy backgrounds.  

4. Color use.

a) Use colors to highlight relationships.

b) Use bold and high-contrast colors to increase readability.  

c) Use bright colors to make small objects and thin lines stand out.  

d) Warm colors come forward and cool colors recede.  

e) Remember, color can invoke emotional response that can vary according to the message and culture. Ref # 24k
(1) Red = Stop, alert, life, revolution, passion, excitement

(2) Orange/Yellow = Optimism, warmth, wisdom, caution

(3) White = Innocence, hopeful, day, truth, clean, new, professionalism

(4) Black = Night, gravity, importance, authority, strength, solemn, mortality

(5) Brown = Friendliness, warmth

(6) Green = Growth, youth, health, fertility, proceed

(7) Purple = Regal, spirituality, sophisticated, nostalgia

(8) Gray = Integrity, maturity, neutrality, discretion

(9) Blue = Dignity, trust, stability, day, devotion, justice, truth

5. Check colors displayed by the projector or the plotter since they are often different than displayed on a monitor.  

6. Printing color copies of slides is difficult and expensive and suitable only for small audiences.  

a) The use of the black-and-white printing function in most presentation software usually does not produce acceptable results.  

b) Use a special black-and-white color scheme on a copy of slide show for printing.  

c) Adjust the different shades of gray to produce readable slides with the proper highlights and emphasis.  

H. Select text fonts for clarity and readability.   

1. Font size. Ref #6  (The author considers these to be the minimum—the use of these small fonts can lead to the use of too many words.  See word limitations section presented previously.)

a) Computer-generated transparencies

(1) Title—36 points

(2) Subtitles—24 points

(3) Other—18 points

b) Computer-generated slides

(1) Title—24 points

(2) Subtitles—18 points

(3) Other—14 points

c) Computer-generated handouts

(1) Title—18 points

(2) Subtitles—14 points

(3) Other—12 points

d) Flip charts

(1) Title—3 in. high

(2) Subtitles—2 in. high

(3) Other—1.5 in. high

e) The author recommends the following font sizes for computer-generated slides:  

(1) Title—32 to 54 points

(2) Subtitles—24 to 32 points

(3) Other—18 to 24 points

f) The minimum font size should be increased for low-resolution projectors.  

g) Make sure the slide can be read from the back of the room.  

2. Select fonts for ease of reading.

a) Slab serif or sans serif such as Arial are the easiest to read.  

b) Old style and modern fonts such as New Times Roman are readable and are effective on high-resolution projectors.

c) Avoid scripts and decorative fonts.

d) Fonts with higher lowercase letter heights are easier to read.

e) Bold fonts are easier to read.

3. Limit the number of different fonts on the same slide.

a) Use only two different fonts on the same slide.

b) When using different fonts, the two fonts should be significantly different and not two examples of the same font family.

c) Use different font color to add emphasis.

4. Do not use all upper- or lowercase text.

5. Text should be presented in the normal upright position—avoid rotating text.

6. Text that is aligned to the left is easier to read.

7. Text that is aligned to the right can add variety and emphasis.

8. The use of center-aligned text should be limited to titles and short identification notes in diagrams and charts.

9. Text that is flush on both the left and right is hard to read in most slide and graphic formats and should not be used.  
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