
The age of desktop publishing has
been both a blessing and a bane
to those of us trained in
communication and visual arts.

When used appropriately, new technology
can sometimes save even poor speakers.
But there are far too many cases of digital
presentations gone bad. That is, speakers
use the technology without considering
basic communication or visual art
principles.

Audiovisual materials are meant to
support a presentation; they are NOT the
presentation. Commonly committed errors
include trying to cram too many slides into
one talk, trying to cram too much
information onto a single slide, or using
distracting color schemes or patterns.

Following are basic guidelines for
designing and using visual aids to
accompany your presentation.

Remember Murphy’s Law
First and foremost, be prepared for

equipment to fail. Either be prepared to
talk without your visual materials or have a
backup system.

Computers and 
Presentation Software

Personal computing hardware and
software technology has advanced
sufficiently to allow speakers to create
highly portable, versatile digital
presentations. This has been both the boon
and the bane for many. On one hand, it
allows for colorful, dynamic presentations
that can be edited up to the last minute.
On the other hand, such presentations are
subject to two types of problems.

The first is equipment failure. If the
computer decides not to work for whatever
reason, you’d better have a backup hard
copy of the presentation. Second, because
software often includes color schemes and
canned templates complete with animation,
you have the opportunity to be graphically
creative. Unfortunately, many of the
schemes and tools made available provide
few or no guidelines on what works
visually, what color combinations lead to
eyestrain, or which types of text or graphic
elements do not reproduce well on the big
screen.

Use the following guidelines when
designing your next digital presentation.

Preparing Slides Using a Computer
General Rules
• Avoid using patterns and screens; stick

with solid colors. If you are using only
black and white, it is simpler and
cheaper to make overheads of your
figures using a conventional laser
printer.

• Be brief and to the point on text slides;
use an outline at most. Wordy
introduction or conclusion slides distract 
your audience from the primary source

of information, which is you, the
speaker. Use graphics and photos to
support your key points.

• Keep figures and maps simple, as they
are displayed for only a short time. The
more complex the slide, the less useful
it will be. Too many times we’ve heard
speakers say, “I know this is busy, but
you only need to look at this tiny
point.” The audience will not look only
at the tiny point, but will try to decipher
the complex visual, missing whatever
you are trying to explain.

Use of Color
• Use dark backgrounds and lighter

lettering for digital or slide
presentations, and use light
backgrounds and darker lettering for
overheads.

• Avoid combining contrasting colors
(e.g., purple background and primary
yellow text). Such combinations are eye
catching, but do not always reproduce
well (photographically or in a digital
projection). Moreover, high-contrast
combinations can lead to eyestrain. This
is one of the reasons why using color
can be more pleasing to the eye than
using black-and-white overheads. If you
like yellow text on a purple
background, use a pastel shade rather
than a bright primary yellow. It will be
easier to read and just as eye catching.
Avoid using primary colors in figures.
The extreme contrast makes the figure
“vibrant,” which distracts from the data.

• Avoid graphic elements that consist
largely of some bright color. The object
can lead to saturation during
reproduction in a digital camera or
during digital projection and it can be
difficult to adjust the equipment without
washing out other features in your slide. 

• Choose colors that minimize contrast
but allow the text or lines to stand out.
We’ve observed that digitally drafted
slides work best with darker

background colors and text and lines
that are bright but complementary to
the entire color scheme. Stick with earth
tones and avoid primary colors unless
you are trying to emphasize some
specific, very small component of the
entire slide.

Text Slides
• Text size should be no less than 14 to

18 points and no more than 36 points.
Anything outside this range will be too
small to read or will overemphasize the
BIG text.

• Serif typefaces such as Times or Palatino
have characters with stems (serifs) that
can fade during transfer to film or
during projection. If you must use serif
fonts, use BOLD to ensure that each
character reproduces well. Your
audience does not have much time to
read your slides, so, as with content,
keep the typeface simple.

• Avoid dark lettering on dark
backgrounds. The same goes for baby
blue lettering on baby pink
backgrounds—yes, it has been done;
the offenders need not be mentioned by
name. When in doubt use white on
dark backgrounds and black on light
backgrounds.

• Avoid drop shadows, outlined, or
embossed text, which generally does
not reproduce well.

Maps and Figure Slides
• Use pastels or earth tones on maps and

avoid complex patterns and fine lines.
Maps convey a great deal of
information; bright colors and complex
patterns strain the eyes or may be
downright revolting, thus defeating the
purpose. Your audience has only
seconds to a minute or two to read your
map; keep it simple and they will
remember more.

• Use a line size of between one and four
points. The most important lines in the
figure should be the thickest.

• Use dashed lines only where absolutely
necessary.

• Avoid placing text over lines. Unless
you mask out the line, the text is hard
to read.

• Use color to differentiate sets of data
represented in a single graph. The
convention of using different shapes
defeats the flexibility of using color, and
the symbols are often hard to
differentiate.

Shooting Slides on a Digital Camera
Use a digital camera to achieve the best

results for slides. If you don’t have access
to one, professional production is available
for between $1 and $4 per slide. The
greatest value in using this technology is
that the entire image of the slide will be in
focus. Using a digital camera generally
saves you money compared with shooting
the slides off the computer screen.

Ed. note: Part I of the following article, which
provided guidelines for public speaking,
appeared in the February issue of GSA Today
(available for viewing at www.geosociety.org). If
you have a story to share about a meeting
presentation, good or bad, that you have seen—
or given!—send it to jhammann@geosociety.org.
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Shooting Slides from 
a Computer Screen

This procedure can be both expensive
and difficult; it can, however, be mastered
with time. We have yet to meet anyone
who has not burned through three or four
rolls of film trying to get their slides just
right. The greatest difficulty arises from the
fact that many computer screens have
some degree of curvature, and if the
camera is not set properly, portions of the
slide will not be in focus. Likewise, the
camera focal plane must be sub-parallel to
the computer screen. Color saturation,
where the colors appear to bleed into one
another, is also a major headache. For
some success in shooting slides from
computer screens, settle on a standard
color scheme and do the following.
• Test different film types and brands.

Some films are good at capturing certain
wavelengths of light, while others may
result in poor color reproduction.

• Use slower films (<200 ASA).
• Use larger f-stops (smaller aperture) for

maximum depth of field. This will help
prevent capture of the curvature of the
screen or any tilting of the screen with
respect to the camera.

• Use shutter speeds slower than 1/60
sec. We have achieved good results
using shutter speeds of 1/30 sec. 

• Shoot slides off of a flat-screened
monitor.
These are only guidelines; there is no

guarantee (implied or otherwise) of
success. We recommend having your slides
professionally produced.

Don’t Let This Be You!
We hope these suggestions help you

produce a more effective presentation,
which will help you disseminate your

ideas. Keep in mind, however, that your
presentation may be doomed by any of the
following. (We have seen many examples
of these; no names are provided to protect
the guilty.)
• You have put together 180 slides in two

carousels. You have 10 minutes to talk,
and you are changing slides on the
average every 6.66 seconds. It takes a
great projectionist 3 seconds to focus an
image, which gives your audience 3.66
seconds to view two slides; witnessed,
GSA New Orleans, 1996.

• Using pink text over a sky-blue
background that fades to white along
the vertical sides; witnessed, a
department seminar.

• You or the person who produced your
color scheme is completely color-blind;
although we cannot prove it, we have
suspected it on numerous occasions.

• Forgetting to turn off the auto-focus.
Auto-focus, much like a frictionless
surface, exists only in the form of a
mathematical abstraction or in regions
of space where presentations are not
typically given. It is produced for the
sole purpose of allowing a speaker to
blame the fuzzy nature of his/her slides
on the supposed incompetence of the
student projectionist rather than the
poor quality of his/her slides;
witnessed, GSA 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997,
1998, 1999, 2000.

• Complete lack of useful content due to
incoherence, poor preparation, and/or
indecipherable audiovisuals; witnessed,
GSA 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999,
2000.
Avoid these pitfalls. Use our guidelines

to prepare your next talk, and you should
have an improved approach to speaking
and to using audiovisual supports. Your
audience will appreciate it! ▲

Left: Good figure and text slides use a minimum of text, a large enough type size, and correct color
contrast. Right: Bad figure and text slides are wordy, use small type, and are difficult to read.
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Updating his previous work, The End of

Evolution, Ward offers powerful proof

that if radical measures are not taken

to protect the biodiversity of this 

planet, life as we know it may not 

survive the next mass extinction.

“The current extinction of species at

the hand of Man . . . is investigated

by Peter Ward with rare 

perception and depth of feeling.”

—Timothy Ferris, author of The Whole
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This book surpasses previous books

dealing with climate models and paleo-

climate by offering a sustained 

exploration of the methods that are the

foundation of any interpretation of 

earth processes.

“Researchers and scientists will

want to own this book for the sheer

volume of information it contains.”

—Science
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