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Power-
Point: The 

Movie”

If PowerPoint were a movie, it 
would almost certainly be a 
Stephen King horror fi lm.
In the movie, as PowerPoint 

turns 20 (as it did this year), its 
evil conquest and subjugation of the 
minds of the world’s business people 
are almost complete. In a mere two 
decades, what was originally con-
ceived as software to illustrate busi-
ness presentations has come to dom-
inate the conception and creation of 
presentations in a way that makes 
business people ineffective present-
ers and weak communicators.

Thanks in part to PowerPoint, 
many have forgotten the three keys 
to making great presentations:

• Focus on the audience rather 
than the machine.

• Tell stories with clear, powerful 
lessons.

• Rehearse.

All “PowerPoint: The Movie” 
needs is a hero—sort of an Arnold 
Schwarzenegger in business casual.

en out a blank sheet of paper and a 
pen. She should have taken the low-
tech approach taught by her grade 
school teachers a long time ago:

Step 1:  Think about your au-
dience. What is the business chal-
lenge that they face, and what so-
lution can you offer? The solution 
should be the focus of the presenta-
tion. No PowerPoint slides will hold 
the audience’s attention as well as 
simply addressing the audience’s 
deepest concerns and suggesting 
action they can take now.

Step 2: Think about one, two, or 
three simple messages. Repeat and 
reinforce those messages through-
out the presentation. PowerPoint 
makes it so easy to create volumi-
nous slides that we often forget that 
the audience can’t remember more 
than a few ideas, even if they are 
projected on a huge screen.

Step 3: Think of some relevant 
anecdotes, problems-solution sto-
ries, colorful characters, and juicy 
details that will illustrate and sup-
port your primary messages.

Long before PowerPoint, pre-
senters held audiences riveted with 
stories. Think about the best pre-
sentations you’ve ever attended. 
What you almost certainly remem-
ber are the stories about people, not 
the slides.

Save Time to Rehearse
Arnold’s next mission will be to 

Draft Presentations on 
Paper

Arnold’s fi rst mission would be 
to alert the world that the process 
of creating slides has merged in our 
corporate brains with the process of 
creating a presentation. As a result, 
we’re creating terrible presentations.

“PowerPoint: The Movie” might 
start with a scene that takes place 
thousands of times every day across 
America. In this scene, Judy needs 
to create a presentation. So she 
sits down at her desk, opens up her 
PowerPoint software, and begins 
using the one-size-fi ts-all templates 
to outline her message. Before long, 
she has created 30 or 40 slides, 
loaded with bullet points and sub-
points. She then goes in front of her 
client and narrates her presenta-
tion from the slides.

Meanwhile, her listeners are 
busily thumbing their Blackberries. 
Judy has bored them with too much 
detail and too many slides, a lack of 
eye contact with her clients, and an 
absence of enthusiasm.

Why? Because PowerPoint en-
courages lots of bullet points, a bor-
ing outline format, and gratuitous 
graphical devices. We need to re-
member that PowerPoint is a pro-
gram for creating visual aids that 
support the speaker’s story, not for 
drafting presentations.

Instead of turning so quickly to 
PowerPoint, Judy should have tak-
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alert the business world that we are spending so much 
time creating slides that are artistic masterpieces that 
we’re failing to do the most important thing needed to 
succeed: rehearse.

PowerPoint is a horrible time sink. Plenty of people 
are great presenters without PowerPoint. No one is great 
without rehearsal. Rehearsing allows you to master your 
material, speak with passion, and connect with the audi-
ence, rather than merely reading your slides like a cor-
porate weenie.

An architect told me recently that his fi rm was 
consistently losing competitive presentations for new 
business. When I asked how much they rehearsed, he 
admitted, “Not much.” When he e-mailed to me the Pow-
erPoint slides, it was clear that they had spent days cre-
ating gorgeous visuals. 

Let’s be clear. When choosing between PowerPoint 
and rehearsal, dump (or at least tone down) the slides. 
For a 30-minute presentation, use eight to 10 slides at 
the most. Spend your time rehearsing instead of graphic 
designing.

“PowerPoint: The Movie” can have a happy ending. 
We must remember that PowerPoint is a tool to help us 
illustrate presentations. It should not replace what has 
always made a presentation great: a clear, listener-fo-
cused message, stories that clarify and support the mes-
sage, and lots of practice.    VE
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