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The Cognitive Style of PowerPoint | /

“Not waving but drowning.” Stevie Smith

IN corporate and government bureaucracies, the standard method for
making a presentation is to talk about a list of points organized onto
slides projected up on the wall. For many years, overhead projectors lit
up transparencies, and slide projectors showed high-resolution 3smm
slides. Now “slideware” computer programs for presentations are nearly
everywhere. Early in the 21st century, several hundred million copies
of Microsoft PowerPoint were turning out trillions of slides each year,

Alas, slideware often reduces the analytical quality of presentations.
In particular, the popular PowerPoint templates (ready-made designs)
usually weaken verbal and spatial reasoning, and almost always corrupt
statistical analysis. What is the problem with PowerPoint? And how
can we improve our presentations?

When Louis Gerstner became president of 18M, he encountered a big
company caught up in ritualistic slideware-style presentations:

One of the first meetings I asked for was briefing on the state of the [main-
frame computer| business. | remember at least two things about that first
meeting with Nick Donofrio, who was then running the System/390
business. One is that I . ., experienced a repeat of my first day on the job.
Once again, I found myself lacking a badge to apen the doors at the
complex, which housed the staffs of all of 1BM’s major product groups,

and nobody there knew who I was. I finally persuaded 2 kind soul to let
me in, found Nick, and we got started. Sort of.

At that time, the standard formar of any important 1M meeting was a
presentation using overhead projectors and graphics that iBMers called “foils”
[projected transparencies|. Nick was on his second foil when I stepped to
the table and, as politely as I could in front of his team, switched off the
prajector. After a long moment of awkward silence, | simply said, “Let’s
just talk about your business.”

I mention this episode because it had an unintended, but terribly powerful
ripple effect. By that afterncon an e-mail about my hitting the Off button on

the overhead projector was crisscrossing the world. Talk about consternat.ion! i Lol Gerstuer, To., WPhe Saps Blephants
It was as if the President of the United States had banned the use of Enplish Can't Pance? Tnside IBM s Historic Tofn-
at White House meetings.' around (zo02), p. 43.

There is a lot going on here: the humiliation ceremony authorizing entry
into the Corporate Palace, a new president symbolically demonstrating
that things were going to be different from now on, and a blunt action
indicating that there might be better ways to do serious analysis than
reading aloud from projected lists—*“Let’s just talk about your business.”
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The Cognitive Style of PowerPoint

Gerstner’s idea, “Let’s just talk about your business,” means an exchange of
information, an interplay between speaker and audience. Yet PowerPoint
is entirely presenter-oriented, and not content-oriented, not audience-oriented.
The claims of PP marketing are addressed to speakers: “A cure for the
presentation jitters,” “Get yourself organized.” “Use the AutoContent
Wizard to figure out what you want to say.” The fans of PowerPoint
are presenters, rarely audience members.

Slideware helps speakers to outline their talks, to retrieve and show
diverse visual materials, and to communicate slides in talks, printed
reports, and internet. And also to replace serious analysis with chartjunk,
over-produced layouts, cheetleader logotypes and branding, and corny
clip art. That is, PowerPointPhluff.

PP convenience for the speaker can be costly to both content and
audience. These costs result from the cognitive style characteristic of the
standard default PP presentation; foreshortening of evidence and thought,
low spatial resolution, a deeply hierarchical single-path structure as
the model for organizing every type of content, breaking up narrative
and data into slides and minimal fragments, rapid temporal sequencing
of thin information rather than focused spatial analysis, conspicuous
decoration and Phluff, a preoccupation with format not content,
an attitude of commercialism that turns everything into a sales pitch.

Extremely Low Resolution of PowerPoint

PP slides projected up on the wall are very low resolution—compared to
paper, 3smm slides, and the immensely greater capacities of the human
eye-brain system. Impoverished space leads to over-generalizations,
imprecise statements, slogans, lightweight evidence, abrupt and thinly-
argued claims. For example, this slide from a statistics course shows

a seriously incomplete statement. Probably the shortest true statement
that can be made about causality and correlation is “Empirically observed
covariation is a necessary but not sufficient condition for causality.” Or perhaps
“Correlation is not cansation but it sure is a hint,” Many true statements
are too long to fit on a PP slide, but this does not mean we should
abbreviate the truth to make the words fit. It means we should find

a better way to make presentations.

With so little information per slide, many many slides are needed.
Audiences consequently endure a relentless sequentiality, one damn
slide after another. When information is stacked in time, it is difficult to
understand context and evaluate relationships. Visual reasoning usually
works more effectively when the relevant information is shown adjacent
in space within our eyespan. This is especially the case for statistical
data, where the fundamental analytical act is to make comparisons.

Correlation
isnot

‘causation
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The statistical graphics generated by the PowerPoint ready-made
templates are astonishingly thin, nearly content-free. In 28 books on
PP presentations, the 217 data graphics depict an average of 12 numbers
each. Compared to the worldwide publications shown in the table at
right, the statistical graphics based on PP templates are the thinnest
of all, except for those in Pravda back in 1982, when that newspaper
operated as the major propaganda instrument of the Soviet communist
party and a totalitarian government. Doing a bit better than Pravda is
not good enough. Data graphics based on PP templates show 10% to 20%
of the information found in routine news graphics. The appropriate
response to such vacuous displays is for people in the audience to speak
out: “It’s more complicated than that!” “Why are we having this meeting?
The rate of information transfer is asympiotically approaching zero.”

Bullet Outlines Dilute Thought

Impoverished resolution coerces slide-makers into using the compressed
language of presentations—the bullet list of brief phrases. Bullets, little
marks sometimes decorative or cute, signal the beginning of each phrase
for those unable to recognize it. Sometimes the bullet hierarchies are so
complex and intensely nested that they resemble computer code.

By insisting that points be placed in an orderly structure, the bullet
list may help extremely disorganized speakers get themselves organized.
The bullet list is surely the most widely used format in corporate and
government presentations. Bullets show up in many paper reports, as
presenters simply print out their PP slides.

For the naive, bullet lists may create the appearance of hard-headed
organized thought. But in the reality of day-to-day practice, the PP
cognitive style is faux-analytical. A study in the Harvard Business Review
found generic, superficial, simplistic thinking in the bullet lists widely
used in business planning and corporate strategy. What the authots are
saying here, in the Review’s earnestly diplomatic language, is that bullet
outlines can make us stupid:

In every company we know, planning follows the standard format of

the bullet outline. . . [But] bullet lists encourage us to be lazy in three
specific. and related ways.

Bullet lists are typically too generic. They offer a series of things to do
that could apply to any business. . ..

Bullets leave critical relationships unspecified. Lists can communicate
only three logical relationships: sequence (first to last in time); priority
(least to most important or vice versa); or simple membership in a set
(these items relate to one another in some way, but the nature of that
relationship remains unstated). And a list can show only one of those
relationships at a time ?

MEDIAN NUMBER OF ENTRIES IN DATA

| MATRICES FOR STATISTICAL GRAPHICS

IN VARIOUS PUBLICATIONS, 2003

Seience > 1,000
Nature =700
New York Times 120
Wall Street Journal 112
Frankfurter Allpemeine Zvitung 98
New England Journal of Medicine 53
The Lancet 46
Asahi 40
Financial Times 40
Time 37
The Econontist 32
Le Monde 28
28 textbooks on PowerPoint

presentations (1097-2003) 12
Pravda (1082) 5

Here is a graphic from Pravda (May 24.
1982}, in the low-content, high-Phluff
style now emulated by PP templates;

o<1 npoRyre sk TRGMMWNEmRT | 1921 F, 1]

Additional evidence on data matrices for
various publications, including Pravda, is
reported in Edward R. Tufte, The Visual
Display of Quantiiative Information (1983,
2001}, p. 167. In this table above, the
medians ate based on at least 20 statistical
graphics and at least one full issue of each
publicn‘tion. Except for scientific journals,
most of these publications use standard
formats issue after issue; replications of
several of the counts above were within
10% of the original result.

2 Gordon Shaw, Robert Brown, Philip
Bromiley, “Strategic Stories: How 3M

is Rewriting Business Planning,” Harvard
Business Review, 76 (May-June, 1998),
PP 42-44.




By leaving out the narrative between the points, the bullet outline
ignores and conceals the causal assumptions and analytic structure of the
reasoning. In their Harvard Business Review paper on business planning,
Shaw, Brown, and Bromiley show that cven simple one-way causal
models are vague and unspecified in bullet outlines. And more realistic
multivariate models with feedback loops and simultaneity are way over
the head of the simplistic bullets:

Bullets leave critical assumptions about how the business works unstated.
Consider these major objectives from 4 standard five-year strategic plan:

m Increase market share by 25%.
m Increase profits by 30%.
m Increase new-product introductions to ten a vear,

Loaplicit in this plan is a complex but unexplained vision of the organi-
zation, the market, and the customer. However, we cannot extrapolate
that vision from the bullet list. The plan does not tell us how these
objectives tie together and, in fact, many radically different sirategies
could be represented by these three simple points. Does improved
marketing increase market share, which results in increased profits
(perhaps from economies of scale), thus providing funds for increased
new-product development?

Market share —» Profits —» New-product development

Or maybe n.mv—prc:duct devclopment will result in both increased
profits and market share at once;

__——» Market share
Profits

New-product development

Alternatively, perhaps windfall profits will let us just buy market share
by stepping up advertising and new-product development:

Profits —# New-product development —» Market share?

Bullet outlines might be useful in presentations now and then, but
sentences with subjects and verbs are usually better. Instead of this type
of soft, generic point found in many business plans

v Accelerate the introduction of new producis!

it would be better to say who might do it and how, when, and where they
might do it. Then several sentences together in a row, a narrative, could
spell out the specific methods and processes by which the generic feel-
good goals of mission statements might be achieved. Presentations for
strategic planning might go beyond the words in lists and sentences by
using annotated diagrams, images, sketches of causal models, equations,
tables of numbers, and multivariate evidence.
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3 Gordon Shaw, Robert Brown, Philip
Bromiley, “Strategic Stories: How 3M is
Rewriting Business Planning,” Harvard
Business Review, 76 (May-June, 1994),
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