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Years ago I saw a presenter who had full 
command of the room. The audience 
was engaged, the presenter had my full 

attention, and I respected him. Everything was 
great, until he distributed the first handout. This 
document and his other presentation materials 
were so dated that I started questioning whether 
his expertise was as old and dusty as his materials. 
I started to doubt him, and for the rest of the 
workshop I struggled to listen to him. 

I worked to ignore my doubts because 
the topic was very important to me. But most 
presentations aren’t that important to the 
audience, and most audience members won’t 
struggle with their doubts. The doubts will win 
and the presenter will lose his audience. From 
this experience, I learned that being an effective 
presenter is more than using a powerful voice 
and great body language. It also includes using 
presentation materials that are (at least) as strong 
as you to help you convey your message.

Our ability to communicate effectively is a 
key component to our personal and professional 
success. And with so much communication taking 
place through presentations, the need for creating 
strong, clear, and memorable presentations 
is growing every day. Think about the last 
presentation you saw. Did it engage you? If not, 
how long was it before you tuned out? Chances 
are that it wasn’t too long before you started 
checking email or surfing the Internet. 

Now think about the last presentation you 
delivered. Did it engage your audience? Could 
your presentation have benefited from brighter, 
crisper slides? If you’re not sure how engaged 
your audience was, or whether your presentation 
could have used improved visuals or slides, you 
are not alone. But how do you go about improving 
the visuals in your presentations? 

If you’re ready to add powerful images and 
visuals to your presentations, but aren’t sure 
where to start, this TD at Work is for you. I’m 
going to answer five questions that will guide 
you through adding visual oomph to your 
presentations. Note: While I refer to PowerPoint 
presentations throughout this TD at Work, slides 
also can be created in other applications such as 
Keynote and Haiku Deck. The tips presented apply 

to all presentations, regardless of the application 
used to create them.

In this issue of TD at Work, you will:
• Learn why it’s important to align visuals with 

your presentation’s message.

• Answer five questions about your 
presentation’s visual images.

• Read real examples about using visuals.

• Receive tips on how to use visuals.

ALIGNING VISUALS  
WITH YOUR MESSAGE
Every presentation has a key message or a big 
idea—that’s the whole purpose of a presentation. 
The message might be to inform the executive 
team about third-quarter results or to teach the 
customer service reps about the five steps for 
resolving a customer call. When a presentation 
includes slides, every slide plays a critical role in 
driving home that big idea. 

As you think about visuals (which can be 
photographs, illustrations, flowcharts, tables, 
infographics, or other graphics or images), 
it’s important to keep your presentation’s key 
message front and center so that you choose 
visuals that support and drive home that key 
message. Remember why your big idea is 
important to your audience. What will it help 
them do? Will it save them money or time;  
will it increase their revenue? Keeping your  
audience and your presentation’s key message  
in mind as you answer the five questions will  
help you find the perfect images to deliver a 
compelling presentation. 

As you read through the questions, you 
may find it useful to think about a specific 
presentation—either one you have designed 
recently or are designing now. Perhaps you’re still 
not sure this presentation needs effective visuals. 
If so, you’re ready for the first question. 



COPYRIGHT © ATD2    |    5 Questions for Great Presentation Visuals

WHY SHOULD I 
REPRESENT MY MESSAGE 
VISUALLY?  
You might be thinking, “I’m already busy; do 
I really need to spend precious time thinking 
about how to represent my presentation message 
visually?” Yes, you do, because well-chosen, well-
placed visuals reinforce your message better than 
text alone. 

The human brain loves pictures, and visuals are 
processed by the brain much faster than words. 
Here’s how: Information is first processed in the 
brain by sensory memory, or what Jonathan Halls, 
author of the Infoline “Memory and Cognition in 
Learning,” calls the “gatekeeper.” Sensory memory 
takes in what we see, hear, feel, smell, and taste 
from the outside world and determines what’s 
most important to send on for further processing 
in short-term memory. According to Halls, in 

sensory memory, images are recognized before 
words. Consequently, your audience can start 
processing your message more quickly when it’s 
accompanied by the right kind of visuals. 

Images are also processed by a different 
part of the brain than words, so using visuals 
engages multiple areas of the brain. That means 
your audience is spending more brain power 
processing your message when you use words 
and images to deliver your message. When those 
visuals are easily processed, your message seeps 
deeper into their brains. 

Furthermore, the brain processes words 
and images in different ways. As Lynell Burmark 
explains in Visual Literacy: Learn to See, See 
to Learn, words are processed by short-term 
memory, but images go right into long-term 
memory. When you combine visuals and words to 
present your message, you are actively engaging 
both short-term and long-term memory, which 
makes your message more memorable.

THE SCIENCE BEHIND VISUALS
There’s a growing body of learning science and neuroscience supporting the benefits of using visuals in learning  
and communication.

Memory and Cognition
Visuals enhance learning retention in multiple ways. Visuals also help us make sense of complex, abstract, or fuzzy concepts. 
For example, the picture superiority effect asserts that the brain has a tendency to recall certain types of learning better when 
learned using a combination of pictures and images. In her book Visual Design Solutions, Connie Malamed suggests that 
one reason picture superiority may work is because of dual coding, the theory that messages accompanied by visuals are 
processed through two channels in the brain—one channel for the verbal input and another channel for the visual input.

Brain Physiology
The human brain is incredibly powerful, and most of that power is dedicated to visual processing. In their book, Basic Vision: 
An Introduction to Visual Perception, psychologists Robert Snowden, Peter Thompson, and Tom Troscianko assert that at 
least 50 percent of the cortex is used for visual processing and only around 10 percent is used for auditory processing. Adding 
a visual component to your message takes advantage of that 50 percent and puts it to use on your behalf.

Furthermore, according to Ann Herrmann-Nehdi—whose company, Herrmann International, has developed a “whole-
brain thinking” system that encourages creative, innovative ideas—actively engaging both hemispheres and all four 
quadrants of the brain provides a larger field from which to form connections and make sense of something. Using words 
and images to help you convey your message actively engages both hemispheres and multiple quadrants. For example, words 
are processed primarily in the left-frontal lobe, left-temporal lobe, and prefrontal cortex. Images, however, are processed 
primarily in the visual cortex in the occipital lobe. Activating multiple areas of the brain means your message is being 
absorbed by more of your brain.



COPYRIGHT © ATD  5 Questions for Great Presentation Visuals    |    3

Additionally, visuals help our short-term 
memory make sense of what we’re seeing and 
hearing. Short-term memory has a very limited 
capacity. Short-term memory, writes Halls, is 
where the brain combines new input with existing 
memories to make sense of that input. When the 
input includes pictures, that process is smoother 
and faster.

Images also evoke emotion. Emotions open us 
up to the possibility of change, so using the right 
kind of visuals can spark the precise change you’re 
seeking from your audience. Read the sidebar on 
the science behind visuals to learn more about 
visuals, memory, and brain physiology.

Visuals help your audience see your point and 
understand your message more clearly. But they 
have to be well-chosen visuals that are easy to 
comprehend and support your message. When 
visuals match the message, the audience can 
absorb the message faster. When visuals don’t 
match the message, the audience is distracted by 
trying to figure out how the image relates to what 
you’re saying. All of that brain energy spent trying 

to figure out the connection is energy that’s not 
being spent absorbing your message. For example, 
if you’re presenting about budget reductions—a 
serious topic—clip art or cartoon images conflict 
with the message.

In her book, 100 Things Every Presenter Needs 
to Know About People, Susan Weinschenk says that 
during a presentation, the two most active sensory 
channels are visual and auditory. She explains 
that if the slides have easy-to-comprehend 
visuals that add context and meaning, then having 
multiple sensory channels is a positive experience. 
However, if the visuals are too complex or hard to 
see, the audience will be distracted, which means 
they’re not focusing on your big idea.

HOW WILL I REMEMBER WHAT TO SAY?
Amy was preparing to present at a conference. She was a subject matter expert and she’d presented many times before, 
but always in front of smaller audiences. Amy, like many presenters, relied heavily on the text on her slides as her script. She 
wanted her presentation slides to be more visual, but she was reluctant to remove so much of the text, worried that she 
wouldn’t remember what she was supposed to say. 

Eager to stand out from the other presenters, Amy went with the more visual slides. She practiced with her new 
presentation slides and by conference time, she knew her presentation content well. Amy was pleasantly surprised to find 
that having more visuals than text on her slide actually freed her to focus on her audience and the message she wanted to 
deliver instead of reading her slides to be sure she addressed their every word. She also was able to freely shape more of 
what she wanted to say based on interactions with and responses from her audience because she wasn’t tied to the text on 
the slides. 

Like Amy, many presenters are hesitant to let go of text-heavy presentation slides because they use slides to remind them 
of what to say. Text-heavy slides lead to disengagement for two reasons:

• When audiences see text on a slide, they read it! And as long as they are reading, they aren’t paying attention to  
the presenter. 

• When presenters see text on a slide, they are also more likely to read it. And one of the things we all hate most about 
presentations is when presenters read from the slide.
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