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Hipnotising Chickens

t's official: PowerPoint is responsible for NATO's inability to win the war in Afghanistan.

Last summer General Stanley A. McChrystal, the leader of NATO forces in Afghanistan, was shown the following PowerPoint slide summarising US military strategy:

Luckily for the presenter, General McChrystal has a dry sense of humour, as he showed when he remarked, "When we understand that slide, we'll have won the war".
Like a Taliban insurgency, PowerPoint has broken through the army's defenses and become an obsession for military commanders. The amount of time the military
expends preparing PowerPoint slides has become a standing joke in the Pentagon and in Iraq and Afghanistan. Junior officers - now known as PowerPoint Rangers -
regularly spend more than 50 percent of their time making slides for Joint Staff meetings or platoon leaders' pre-mission combat briefings.

After all these years, then, it turns out we can forget about poison gas and nuclear warheads, PowerPoint is the weapon of mass destruction we need to worry about.

We are not seriously suggesting that PowerPoint is to blame for the mistakes made in Iraq and Afghanistan, but simply that presentations often gain in clarity and
interest when fewer slides are used. Many presenters make slides the centerpiece of their presentations. We see this constantly on our courses. When given time to
prepare, course participants invariably disappear behind their computer screens rather than working on key messages and rehearsing. And yet, if you ask audiences
what they think of slide-driven presentations, you'll find that most people are deeply dissatisfied and bored by them. The best person to ask, of course, is yourself:
When you're a member of the audience, what do you prefer? A slide-heavy presentation where the speaker disappears behind PowerPoint, or a more personal
approach where the speaker makes a real effort to connect with and talk to the audience?

An interesting paradox emerges here. The same people who overuse slides in their presentations complain when they see other presenters doing the same. Attitudes
seem to differ drastically, depending on whether you are the speaker or the listener. Clearly, many presenters have stopped thinking about the needs and preferences of
their audiences. They rely on slides because they feel PowerPoint will do their job for them. In short, they are lazy presenters.

The widespread belief that business presentations must include lots of slides to look professional is wrong. Slides are without doubt a necessary component of many
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presentations, but presenters should not feel obliged to use them just to show how much work they have done - or because everyone else uses them. We should all
remember the story of the president of a major US multinational who banned his local managers from using PowerPoint. He was tired of going from country to
country and seeing the same multimedia show, he just wanted his managers to talk to him - to tell him what they were up to and how things were going. Business
people are quick to tell us that the customer is always right, but they have forgotten that the audience is always right too. We strongly believe that the presenter should
be the heart and soul of the presentation. So come on, kick your PowerPoint habit and give your audience a break.

Let's leave the last word to the US military. Senior officers know a weapon of mass destruction when they see one, and they say PowerPoint is great when you have
nothing to say - or want to say nothing. This is particularly important when the military makes presentations to the press. News media sessions typically last 25
minutes, with 5 minutes at the end reserved for questions from anyone still awake. In military jargon, these PowerPoint presentations are called "hypnotising
chickens". Unless you're in the business of hypnotising chickens, the message is clear: Don't play with weapons of mass destruction. Use your PowerPoint sparingly.

Want to learn more? Just sign up for one of our Effective Business Presentations courses - available in English and Spanish as both an In-company and Open course.
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