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Russell Davies has squandered  
what talents he has learning more about 
PowerPoint, creativity and communication than  
is really healthy. He’s used PowerPoint inside  
10 Downing Street, written about it for Wired,  
and put it in a MoMA exhibition. And along the 
way, he has PowerPointed for organisations like 
Nike, Microsoft and Apple. 
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It’s what I’ve learned from thirty years of 
PowerPoint about how to communicate,  
be creative and not get too scared. 

It’s all dead simple. 

There’s nothing about changing the way you 
stand or learning to breathe through your feet.  
It’s just about leaning on PowerPoint and  
using it a little bit better.

If you’re looking for all the easy jokes about 
PowerPoint, you’ve come to the wrong place.  
I’m going for the hard jokes. The ones showing 
how good, positive and democratising it is. I am 
here to praise it, not bury it.

PowerPoint seems to be the software we hate 
to love. Everyone uses it because it’s so useful, 
creative and interesting, yet the popular 
perception is all ‘Death by PowerPoint’ and 
clip-art memes. Well, this ain’t that. This is a 
celebration. Get your clicker and prepare to party.

Next slide please.

Mark Zuckerberg, billionaire 
founder of Facebook, gets so 
nervous and sweaty before a 
presentation that he has his 
assistant blow-dry his armpits.

This is a book about not  
having to do that.
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Don’t @ me
PowerPoint is not the only fruit

Some places in this book I’m talking specifically 
about the software package invented by Robert 
Gaskins and his team and sold by Microsoft. 
Especially when we’re looking at the history and 
development of the thing. But most of the time 
I’m using PowerPoint to stand in for Presentation 
Software – the category it created. (I imagine 
Microsoft’s lawyers will hate that. They’ll be 
as angry as when people use Hoover to mean 
‘vacuum cleaner’ or Google to mean ‘abuse 0f 
monopoly power’.) So, if you’re a fan of Keynote  
or Slides or LibreOffice or Pitch or Prezi, yes  
I’m talking about your thing too. Except Prezi.*

More a way of life

This is not a definitive history – though someone 
should write that, I would read the hell out of it. 
And it’s not a comprehensive How To either.  
It’s more of a scrapbook, or, if you’re being fancy,  

* I’m joking, I’m joking. I love you Prezi people.

a commonplace book. PowerPoint is a fantastic  
way to collect things and to rub ideas together,  
so a lot of what you’ve got in here is that. 
Interesting bits and bobs about PowerPoint,  
its creation, its success and how it gets used.  
If you want the best history you should read 
Sweating Bullets by Robert Gaskins. If you want  
the best How To go for slide:ology by  
Nancy Duarte.

Yes, this should really have been a presentation

You’re right. What can I say? But it’s a book.  
Let’s just try to move on.

Tip One: Leave stuff out
There’s a lot of advice in this book about all the 
things you can put in your presentations. I also 
bang on a lot about keeping them short and 
focused. This is unhelpfully contradictory.  
So here’s a useful tip: start with a list of all the 
things you’re not going to cover.
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When you prepare a presentation you do a  
lot of homework and research and thinking.  
It’s natural to get attached to that stuff. You want  
to demonstrate the effort you’ve made. And to 
make it clear that you’ve thought about the edge 
cases and the extra things people might ask about. 
If you do all that, though, you’ll overwhelm your 
main point with detail, so just start by saying:  
this is what we’re going to cover and this is what 
we’re not. People will stop wondering when you’re 
going to talk about their pet issue.

And so this is what I’m not going to cover. It’s all 
fascinating but I had to leave stuff out. 

PowerPoint and comedy, PowerPoint in schools, 
PowerPoint in churches, the differences between 
all the different presentation tools, what the best 
animations and transitions are (none of them), 
how to pitch for VC money, the Netflix ‘culture 
deck’, slideshare, why academic PowerPoint is 
so bad, all the various presentation tools written 
in HTML5, PowerPoint karaoke, PechaKucha, 
aspect ratio, the multiscreen installations of 
Charles and Ray Eames, 2 × 2 grids. And that thing 

you deeply care about? I thought about that but 
had to leave it out. For secret reasons.

I’ve also not written much about PowerPoint in  
the time of coronavirus. I began this book just as 
the first UK lockdown started and finished it as  
we were emerging from the last one. Hopefully.  
So it’s inflected with virus. And there was a lot  
of PowerPoint about during the pandemic. My 
parents are in their eighties, for instance, and  
watching the government briefings on the telly 
was the first time they’d ever seen it. I could have 
focused obsessively on the design of those slides. 
And on the strange choice to keep saying ‘next slide 
please’ instead of giving Chris Whitty a clicker. But, 
frankly, it feels too recent and raw. I talk a bit about 
those briefings but not in the detail you might want.

Similarly, many of us have spent the last year 
experiencing a crash course in presenting via 
Zoom or Teams or whatever Google are calling  
their version this week. That has not been easy  
and there are obviously lessons to be learned.  
But I don’t think we’ve learned them yet,  
so that’ll have to wait for the paperback.
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the embarrassment and terror by simply being 
well prepared. More prepared than anyone in the 
history of the world ever.

And so I’ve defeated that shyness and been  
blessed with a very fortunate career.

I’ve helped make advertising for Nike, Honda 
and Microsoft. I’ve consulted for organisations 
from Apple to Unilever. I’ve made ‘PowerPoint 
artefacts’ that ended up in New York’s Museum  
of Modern Art. And I’ve paid some of the spiritual 
debt for all that relentless capitalism by helping 
the UK government build better websites and 
persuade a million people to switch to  
renewable energy.

I’ve done presentations all around the world  
and in places no one’s ever presented before.

Most of that work has been as a ‘Creative 
Strategist’ – one of those awful titles that makes 
me sound like one of the worst people in the 
world. In advertising they call it ‘Account 
Planning’. In other industries it’s called 
‘Communications Strategy’. I never go to  

I’m very shy. Embarrassingly, selfishly shy.  
I hate meeting new people or being in  
unstructured social settings like parties, lunches 
or, well, most of modern life outside a monastery.

The only serious arguments my wife and I have 
ever had have been about my extreme reluctance 
to attend weddings where you have to sit next to 
people you don’t know.

And yet I love working in the kinds of creative 
industries where all these things are virtually 
compulsory. You have to meet, share your work, 
talk about your ideas and present to strangers all 
the time. I always wanted to work in that kind of 
world. I was terrified I wouldn’t be able to.

I found the answer early on – PowerPoint.

With PowerPoint by my side I realised that  
being on stage and presenting ideas was 
something I enjoyed and could get good at.

You’ve escaped the randomness of people  
and put yourself in control. You’re doing a 
presentation. You’re in charge. You can avoid  
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stand-up shows for fear that I’ll be forced on to  
the front row and I’ll have to shout out my 
occupation for ritualised comedic abuse.

My job normally involves thinking about how an 
organisation should present itself to people. How 
do we get our message across? How do we explain 
things well? So I’ve spent a lot of time thinking 
about how communication works and why people 
do, or don’t, pay attention to what you’re saying.

Although you might well have seen some of the 
work I’ve been involved with – Nike ads, those 
famous Honda ones, GOV.UK – you won’t have 
seen the PowerPoint that led to them. Given it’s  
so ubiquitous, PowerPoint is oddly private. It 
doesn’t make it into the mass media much. It’s 
shared in closed rooms, not public channels. It’s 
telling that quite a few of the examples I provide 
in this book only emerged through court cases 
and subpoenas. PowerPoint is often built out 
of copyrighted material: other people’s images, 
thoughts and ideas. That’s part of its strength but 
it’s also a reason it doesn’t get out much. (And it’s 
been one of the challenges of producing this book. 

Come and watch me do a presentation version  
and you’ll see all the illicit PowerPoint goodies  
we weren’t allowed to use.)

And, although it was designed as a tool for 
presentation, it’s increasingly become a tool for 
archiving and thinking. I know I’m not alone in 
having hard drives full of PowerPoint. Thirty 
years of it. All of it accessible and readable on 
a modern computer because Microsoft have 
done such a good job of making it backwards 
compatible. They know that all human knowledge 
is now stored in PowerPoint. And I’m also not 
alone in having a lifetime of ideas, inspirations, 
tricks and techniques boiled down into slides. 
PowerPoint has become a container for my ideas, 
a useful way of looking at and understanding the 
world and a brilliant way of playing around with 
those ideas.

So this book is a place where I can share my 
enthusiasm for the extraordinary ways in which 
PowerPoint has taken over the world. It’s my 
opportunity to tell you some of the magic 
behind it. How it came to be. Why it is the way 
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it is, why that works and why you should know 
about Robert Gaskins. It’s also a scrapbook of 
all the things I’ve learned about presentations 
and presenting and, more broadly, creativity, 
communications and attention.

A friend of mine once told me that my theories  
of how to do a presentation seemed pretty  
much like my theories of how to build a brand –  
stick together a loose accumulation of interesting, 
vaguely related stuff and it’ll be much more 
compelling than anything pre-planned and rigid. 
He was right. That’s the plan with this book too.

So here’s a vaguely related quote from  
Haruki Murakami’s What I Talk About When  
I Talk About Running :

Somerset Maugham once wrote that in each 
shave lies a philosophy. I couldn’t agree more. 
No matter how mundane some action might 
appear, keep at it long enough and it becomes 
a contemplative, even meditative act. 

There’s nothing more mundane than PowerPoint. 
And I’ve kept at it for thirty years. Bring on  
the meditations.

 
Before presentations
Until I got to university I assumed I wanted to 
be a writer. I was reasonably good at it as a child. 
I liked reading books. (Sort of, not as much as 
watching telly or listening to music, but more than 
visiting stately homes or cold-water swimming.)* 
My dream career, combining some of my interests, 
would have been reviewing TV for a newspaper.

When I got to university I realised I wasn’t going 
to be a writer because all the people I met there 
were going to do that ahead of me. And their 
parents already did it or knew someone who did 
it. Or they had spent the summer doing it. Or 
already had their own column. Or just radiated 
writerly confidence, knew what ‘parts of speech’ 

* Cold-water swimming was the only option available in the 
1970s. You’d do it in a swimming pool. It was supposed to be 
heated, it just wasn’t. It was the 1970s.
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were and had done ‘debate’ at school. I was just 
the best at essays in my A-level English class at an 
unremarkable Midlands comprehensive.

The only alternative I could think of was 
advertising. Which I knew all about because 
I loved two TV programmes that featured it: 
Bewitched and thirtysomething. Assuming these 
to be fairly faithful and accurate depictions of 
the profession, I looked forward to something 
that blended creativity, commerce and cocktails, 
snappy language and clever ideas. Like poetry,  
but well paid.

The only dread spectre was the prospect of doing 
‘presentations’. They seemed important from 
the telly. There’d normally be a moment where 
someone would stand in front of clients with a 
flipchart or holding up some big white cards with 
ads on them and do a sales pitch, explaining what 
a genius idea it was. I couldn’t imagine anything 
more horrific.

And yet advertising still appealed. I liked the 
implicit fuck you to the lazy assumptions about 

‘suitable careers’ my university life had prepared 
me for. I also liked that they were going to pay 
me quite a lot. Margaret Thatcher had made it 
possible for students to get credit cards for the 
first time and I owed a lot of money on mine.  
I’d spent a fortune on overtly non-student clothes.  
I had issues.

So I ended up in advertising. Quietly worrying 
about the prospect of ‘presentations’ without 
knowing what they were.

It started with a trick
The first presentation I remember doing was  
early in my career in advertising at the tail end  
of the 1980s.

No one did PowerPoint in those days but as  
part of my junior advertising executive training 
I had been asked to prepare a presentation for my 
bosses. I was terrified.

I’d never done a presentation or anything like it –  
it wasn’t a thing you did at school or university in 
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those days, unless you joined some sort of weird 
dining society to practise speeches and train for 
a life in politics. I was so convinced it was going 
to be a disaster that I decided to make an extra-
special effort that would distract from the fact 
that I was obviously an imposter.

I went to the library and got a book about  
magic tricks.

And then I started my presentation by saying that  
I had, in fact, prepared three presentations and 
that I was going to let the audience pick which one 
I’d do. I showed them three cards with three topics 
on, they picked one and, through some elaborate 
shenanigans, that was MIRACULOUSLY the one  
I had actually prepared for.

It’s a kind of magic

Put two cards on a table and ask someone to pick one. If they  
pick the one you want then you’ve done it, boom, carry on.  
Declare victory.

If they pick the other one then just discard it and go, ‘OK, so we’re 
throwing that one away and that leaves us with this one.’ You’re  
now left with just the right card. Again, boom.

Do it quickly and breezily and no one will notice.

Well, little kids won’t anyway.
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Even more miraculously the whole thing sort of 
worked. No one noticed that the content of the 
presentation was slightly shoddy, they were just 
charmed by the entertainment and the effort  
I’d put into the trick.

I felt the strange introverted thrill of being the 
centre of attention but also being in control.  
I was able to be with other people without finding 
it draining. Maybe presentations are for me,  
I thought.

The PowerPoint cometh
In those days we mostly did presentations on 
‘acetates’ or ‘overheads’. They were transparent 
bits of plastic, normally A4. You could print on 
them or write on them with a felt pen and you  
put them on a large, very bright projector which 
would beam the result on the wall.

You wouldn’t use them for the whole presentation 
in the way we use PowerPoint, just when you were 
sharing diagrams or tables. That would normally 
be the strategy bit, the bit I’d do, so I wouldn’t  

just have to stand there and emote – I had 
something to lean on.

The lights would have to be lowered so the 
projected image was visible; the curtains would 
be drawn. It was often a moment for our clients 
to take a nap. They were mostly waiting for the 
exciting bit – the ads. These were never shown on 
anything as low-fidelity or déclassé as overheads. 
They’d be carefully and expensively printed 
on huge bits of fancy shiny cardboard, carried 
around in enormous (and enormously pricey) 
black leather art bags. A big creative meeting 
would involve more cardboard than an Amazon 
warehouse wrapped in fancier luggage than went 
down with the Titanic.

But, at the time I was starting in advertising, 
computers were creeping into the workplace  
and PowerPoint was starting to show up in our 
clients’ meetings.

I began to be intrigued by its possibilities. My job 
was to think about what we should communicate, 
and to whom, and why. And I had to persuade our 
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PowerPoint 1.0 –  
I don’t think I ever 
used this version. 
Look! Dennis,  
Tom and Bob.  
You can read 
more about their 
adventures in  
Bob Gaskins’ book.

clients that the ads we’d come up with were both 
dazzlingly creative and reassuringly effective.  
This meant doing big, set-piece presentations 
about the intersection of ideas, commerce, 
creativity and data. It seemed that a tool like 
PowerPoint was especially suited to that. And 
being good at PowerPoint might have some of the 
superficial, distracting benefits you get from start-
ing your presentation with a magic trick. That 
also meant getting into computers. They were still 

a workplace rarity, and as it was now the early 
1990s, that also meant getting into the internet.

Pretty soon I started wondering what the internet 
might mean for advertising, communications  
and creativity. Then people started organising 
conferences about that stuff, and since not many 
of us knew anything about it – it was a very fringe 
interest – I started speaking at them. I enjoyed it! 
And PowerPoint was a real help when you were 
on a big stage. So I dived further in and started to 
learn its ways.

PowerPoint text 20210617.indd   7PowerPoint text 20210617.indd   7 17/06/2021   13:3617/06/2021   13:36



8

Version 2.0 
came along, for 
Windows, and 

then BANG! 
Version 3.0 for 

Macintosh.
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New tricks
And so I became the first person I knew who could 
put an image into a PowerPoint presentation.

This seems so banal now but at the time it was 
an absolute and extraordinary miracle. Getting 
an image on to a computer in the first place was 
quite a battle. Once you’d done that you’d have 
to convert it into a format PowerPoint could 
understand. Working that out could take,  
literally, days.

I would do presentations that included an image – 
a picture of my client’s product – and people were  
bowled over. Clients were just so desperate to find 
out how to get an image into PowerPoint that 
they’d approve my strategies as an afterthought.

That was the entire basis of my career for quite a 
few years.

Just Doing It
Then, in 1996, my PowerPoint-derived enthusiasm 
for computers landed me my dream job.

I moved from mediocre advertising jobs in London 
to Portland, Oregon, and the best advertising 
agency in the world; a chaotic, fiercely creative 
and stubbornly independent bunch of artists and 
athletes called Wieden & Kennedy. They were 
famous for inventing ‘Just Do It’ and doing a ton  
of great advertising for Nike and others.

On the strength of that, they had just won all of 
Microsoft’s advertising business and had drafted 
in a bunch of computer people to help bring all 
their magic creativity to bear on the resolutely 
un-magical world of PCs. This meant I was now 
dreamily close to the special source of the special 
sauce. I worked with the Office team. I met the 
Product Manager for PowerPoint!
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about that stuff back then. Software and consumer 
computing was too new for us to consider its 
origins. Now the inventors of the Mario Brothers or 
the Roland TR-808 drum machine are celebrated – 
back then no one thought to ask about them.)

(Strangely, even though I was fascinated by 
PowerPoint, even when I was travelling three 
times a week to the Microsoft campus, I didn’t 
wonder anything at all about its origins. It simply 
didn’t occur to me. I don’t think people thought 

PowerPoint for 
Windows 95. Where  
I worked every day for 
about ten years.
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The Tufte Club
I spent almost ten years at Wieden & Kennedy. 
Five in Portland and five back in London setting 
up a UK outpost. I learned from some of the best 
minds in creativity and communications. I worked 
on famous advertising campaigns for Nike and 
Coke. And non-famous ones for AltaVista and 
Stamps.com. And all those brilliant Honda ads. 
The one with the chain reaction of car parts, and 
that one with the animated bunnies.

They taught me to sweat the tiny details in 
writing, how one word here or there makes a real 
difference, how to bash a vague concept into a 
useful idea, how to work productively with the 
ambiguous, amorphous worlds of emotion and art.

They even paid for me to go to a day-long seminar 
given by a special, visionary man called Edward 
Tufte – one of the first people to think properly 
about how to present information. No one thought 
harder than Tufte about how it was received by an 
audience, about how much you had to work to make 
sure you were communicating what you intended.

I realised that this was deep, fertile territory. 
Presenting wasn’t just something you did,  
it was something you could think about.

And Wieden & Kennedy was the perfect place to 
have this epiphany. Our presentations were as  
brilliant as our advertising. We regularly managed  
to make our clients cry, in a good way, often by 
reading them a poem. When I started there it 
was still 80 per cent cardboard and art bags; by 
the time I left it was 90 per cent PowerPoint. The 
software was maturing; it started to be something 
you could manipulate, almost as powerful as more 
‘creative’ software like Photoshop. It was some-
thing you could play with. And we used its powers 
to invent a new kind of meeting – we combined 
performance, art, language, design and enormous 
words on a screen into a sort of elaborate business 
theatre. We learned how to perform with an image, 
how to change pace and direct attention. And, be-
cause it was still computers, how to always, always 
travel with a back-up presentation on paper.
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2003. PowerPoint was 
starting to get bloated  
and unwieldy. Powerful 
but with lots of menus  
and complications.  
Apple introduced Keynote 
in 2003 – people liked  
the relative simplicity.
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TEDward
Fast-forward to 2006; another big moment. I had 
moved from W&K to working directly for Nike and 
they were good enough to pay for me to attend a 
rather unusual and esoteric thing called TED.

This was an exclusive, very expensive conference 
in Monterey, California. Which no one had heard 
of. Extraordinary speakers from the arts, sciences 
and literature gathered for three days and gave 
eighteen-minute talks to an attentive and enthusi-
astic audience high on ideas and VIP networking.

I hated the networking but I was bowled over  
by the format.

These were the presentations I’d been doing  
at work but transformed into a new format, a  
sort of intellectual entertainment. It was wholly  
fresh and original, not yet a cliché. A modern,  
multimedia, short-attention-span format but 
directed at a live audience.

It was like non-fiction theatre.

(Nowadays TED is something different. They’ve 
‘pivoted to video’ and become about ‘Ideas Worth 
Spreading’. Back then it was almost the opposite, 
more like ‘You Had To Be There’. I understand 
why they made the change – it’s admirably  
democratic and accessible to put everything  
online – but they lost something in the process. 
What made TED brilliant was that it was live –  
the presenters optimised their performance for 
the people in the room. Now they’re structured 
and rehearsed for video and you lose a lot.)

I liked TED so much I started saving up to go back 
the following year. I’d quit Nike to go freelance  
by this point and moved back to London, so I was  
going to have to pay for myself. With the flights 
and everything else it was going to cost more  
than £5,000.

It suddenly occurred to me that I could just take  
that money and create my own version. A similar 
conference, but in London, handy for me. 
Everything I loved about TED (short presentations 
about interesting stuff) and none of what I hated 
(the expense, the networking, the sponsors).
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Interesting and Boring
So the Interesting conferences were born. A series 
of days in unusual venues, with ordinary people 
doing short presentations about things they found 
interesting, all recruited via the internet. This was 
the heyday of personal blogging. You could follow 
a few links and find someone with a passion for 
something obscure but fascinating. They were 

delighted to come along and share that love in 
person and, almost universally, they turned out to 
be great presenters.

This taught me three things.

First, almost everyone can be a great presenter. 
You just need to talk about something you care  
or know about, and you need to do it to a 
supportive audience.
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Second, there are lots of different ways to be great.

Very few of the best talks at Interesting felt 
anything like a TED talk or a typical corporate 
keynote. I didn’t make anyone rehearse or send 
their presentation in advance. Nothing was very 
polished. People were hesitant, they stumbled 
over their words, they weren’t always clear, 
they sometimes didn’t make sense. But every 
Interesting was a joy. People were themselves and 
they connected. They weren’t performing so much 
as just being slightly bigger versions of themselves 
on a stage, with PowerPoint (or often, by this time, 
Keynote) by their side as a helper and a prompt.

That was the third thing I learned: put as much 
of yourself into your presentation as you can. 
That’s what connects. That’s why people watch. 
Otherwise they may as well just read your notes.

Interesting conferences ended up happening all 
over the world. Organised by people who just 
fancied doing it.

I never made a penny from them but they were 
some of the best days of my life. They were an early 

part of a new world of ‘intellectual leisure’. Other  
pioneers, in different forms and formats, were things 
like Ignite, Playful and the Do Lectures. And there 
was my favourite, a brilliant series of conferences 
called Boring. They were exactly the same as  
Interesting but with a much better name.

PowerPointless
Now that I was a freelancer I embarked on the 
rather esoteric and discombobulating practice  
of turning up at places – conferences, companies, 
corporate retreats – doing a presentation for forty 
minutes, and getting paid for it.

It always felt like I was getting away with 
something, like at any moment a small boy might 
pop out of the audience and shout, ‘That man’s 
got no ideas’, but when I could dampen down the 
imposter syndrome it was fascinating work.

My talks would normally be some combination  
of work I’d done (Honda, Nike, internet stuff)  
and prognostications and advice about what that 
might mean for the future.
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People seemed to enjoy it and find it valuable. 
They’d ask me to come back. I got to work  
with a huge range of fascinating organisations  
and I learned a lot about keeping an audience 
engaged and attentive. But after a while I began  
to notice that nothing was happening as a result  
of anything I said.

One year, for instance, I did a presentation for a 
big packaged goods company. They were keen 
to know how to make their advertising better 

and how they should be experimenting with 
digital projects. It seemed to go well. A couple 
of years later, they asked me to come back and 
do another presentation on exactly the same 
topic. It turned out they’d made absolutely no 
progress on anything I’d talked about. I did the 
previous presentation again but with all the 
recommendations dialled down to become even 
more achievable. A few years later they asked me 
back again. Same problem. Same results.
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2007. I feel like  
this was when 
everyone had  

to start knowing  
what ‘aspect  
ratio’ meant.
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It finally dawned on me that I was just a corporate 
treat. An interesting moment out of the office but 
nothing to do with real work. This wasn’t great.  
I felt like a fraud.

So I decided to start talking to the people rather 
than the companies. I’d take the same gigs but 
offer career thoughts rather than corporate ones. 
It was mostly simple stuff: pay attention to the 
internet, you might need to know about it for 
your job. (That was slightly more radical at the 
time. Especially if you worked for the sort of 
large organisation that could afford to hire me to 
waste one of your afternoons.) Quite a few people 
have told me they quit their jobs after one of my 
presentations. I think they meant it in a good way.

But the corporate bookers began to suspect 
something and I started getting fewer of those 
jobs. And then, when the financial crash hit, this 
work dried up altogether and I had to slink back 
to a corporate job in a big advertising agency. 
Fortunately it involved lots of training people how 
to do presentations, so I could continue to ride my 
little hobby horse.

And I was getting much better at it. When  
I was asked to speak at a conference I made sure 
I sat through all the other speakers so I could 
learn from what they did. It became clear how 
good presenters are very much like comedians. 
They make their presentation seem fresh and 
spontaneous but, what you’re seeing has been 
crafted and honed through dozens, or hundreds, 
of performances. I was getting to the same point. 
I knew which bits worked, how to get a laugh and 
how to get people taking notes (give them a five-
point list). I discovered a beginning that worked 
for me and I began to use it for every presentation 
I did. I’m still using it now. It’s been almost ten 
years. About five years ago I found the perfect 
ending. Still using that as well.

And I started including more music and video in 
my presentations. I started inventing products 
and projects specifically to have something to 
talk about at conferences. I made a robot that 
recited poetry, a Twitter bot that wrote corporate 
slogans (@taglin3r) and I invented the Big Red 
Button, a huge red plastic button I could use to 
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All of which, combined with my relentless 
blogging about the presentations I was doing, 
meant people started to realise I was one of 
the few people in the world who was actively 
interested in PowerPoint. It became a thing people 
knew about me. Like your uncle who collects 
pottery owls. So they started sending me articles 
and news stories about it and journalists started 
asking me to comment on it.

advance my slides. It was designed so conference 
organisers couldn’t stop me taking my laptop on 
stage (they’re obsessed with hiding the reality 
of how presentations happen) but it turned into 
a statement about performance and agency in 
presentations and ended up on display at the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York. I seemed  
to be making art about PowerPoint now.
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Death by Death by PowerPoint
And I discovered someone, somewhere, is  
almost always writing an article called  
‘Death by PowerPoint’.

It was an easy target when you couldn’t think  
of a subject for your weekly column.

And people with a platform seemed desperately 
keen to hate on PowerPoint. Writers especially. 
I remember devouring a book by the excellent 
technology journalist Clive Thompson and 
then suddenly being sideswiped by the phrase 
‘cognitively bleak commercial software packages 
like PowerPoint…’ What!?

My hero, Edward Tufte, was almost always 
quoted in these Death by PowerPoint articles. 
He’d decided that it was the very devil and had 
published a much-cited pamphlet entitled ‘The 
Cognitive Style of PowerPoint’, which blamed 
my beloved piece of software for people’s actual 
deaths. (More on that later.) 

I didn’t understand why everyone was so 
contemptuous of a tool I found so joyous and 
liberating. I understood that bad presentations 
were bad. I’d sat through a lot of them. But  
I couldn’t quite see why everyone blamed the 
tool itself. It seemed like blaming pulpits for the 
boringness of sermons or printing for the tedium 
of books. I started to get a chip on my shoulder 
about all this PowerPointHate. This book is me 
trying to fry that chip with love.

Ministry of PowerPoint
I got a clue about this apparently arbitrary 
contempt in 2011 when my career took an odd 
turn and I went to work for a new organisation 
inside the UK government called the  
Government Digital Service (GDS).

Our official job was to take thousands of 
government digital services and websites and 
make them coherent, consistent and good. Our 
unofficial job was to help the UK civil service 
become properly ‘digital’. Our plan for doing that 
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mostly consisted of removing power from senior 
civil servants and large technology companies and 
giving it to more junior civil servants and people 
who actually knew how technology worked. We 
suspected that good communications and great 
presentations were going to be important weapons 
in doing that. Officially I was Strategy Director; in 
practice I was Head of PowerPoint. 

Two incidents from that time stick in my mind.

Firstly, very early in the job, I was asked to go 
and do a presentation about our work at a Very 
Important Ministry. One of the big ones. Jobs or 
Money or Foreigners. With Senior Civil Servants.

I arrived with my laptop, was shown into the 
meeting room, and started to plug it into the 
projector. It was, of course, an ancient wood-
panelled room with a tiny monitor and a massive 
painting of a nineteenth-century naval encounter.

I was just one part of a day-long series of 
presentations, so my audience were already seated 
and waiting while I was plugging in. They chatted 

among themselves as I did so, discussed fiduciary 
policy, made jokes in Latin. Then I finished 
fiddling with the wires and sat politely waiting 
for the chatting to finish. I waited quite a while. 
Eventually one of the chatterers broke off from 
their conversation and came to ask me when the 
Strategy Director would be arriving. I’m here,  
I said. He was astonished. Oh, he said, I thought 
you were the techie.

That was the day I learned that senior civil 
servants thought that if you understood computers 
enough to plug a laptop into a projector you 
couldn’t also be capable of doing a presentation  
to someone of their seniority. That sort of thing  
happened a lot. Knowing anything about 
computers was a sign that you were the wrong 
caste. You weren’t equipped to talk to them  
about policy. It was a bit like the way aristocrats  
in novels look down on ‘trade’.

That disdain extended to file formats. Whitehall 
culture was based on words, language and 
argument. They wrote papers and memoranda. 
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Their meetings were discussions of papers that 
everyone was supposed to have read but which 
almost no one had. Those discussions were 
captured in notes, which were circulated but not 
read and eventually archived. Useful, difficult 
decisions were never made because every shade 
of opinion could simply be added to the paper. 
Memoranda are infinite. You don’t need to decide 
anything. You can just write it all down. The civil 
service lived in Word, in .doc.

We, on the other hand, wanted to move quickly 
and decisively so we decided to work in .ppt.  
We kept our words very brief and very big. We set  

very clear presentation rules. Fonts no smaller 
than 30pt. No more than six words a line.  
No acronyms. No clip art.

If you don’t have many words you have to make 
sure they’re the right ones. Big, brutish and short. 
We motored through Whitehall processes and 
procedures by baffling them with clarity. While 
everyone was still annotating their memoranda 
we’d made five big, clear points, got everyone 
nodding along, secured a budget, driven out a 
corrupt, exploitative technology incumbent and 
set up an easy-to-use website.

Sort of. Not quite. But sort of.

This was when I realised that the right sort of 
PowerPoint can be more than a creative sales tool 
or an intellectual diversion. It can get things done. 
It can get an organisation to change. Not many 
things can do that.

The second incident was a tiny historical  
footnote – the first PowerPoint presentation 
ever given inside the historic, hallowed and 
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Imagine having to turn up to a cabinet meeting, 
wait outside worrying, be summoned in, be stared 
at by all those important people and have to just 
start talking. Terrifying.

The next day we were still nervous but we’d 
already been in the room, we knew the lie of the 
land. We knew the biscuits were rubbish. That 
made it a lot easier. The meeting seemed to go well.

(My role in the actual meeting was miniscule.  
I’d helped write the presentation but my boss  
did all the presenting. I just sat at the keyboard 
and pressed the space bar to advance the slides. 
We knew better than to trust a remote at a time 
like that. I remember thinking how effective  
David Cameron seemed to be at running a 
meeting, and what a rare skill that is. It’s not a 
thing politicians normally put in their campaign 
material, but maybe it should be.)

Although it seems trivial, I suspect the fact we 
decided to do PowerPoint at GDS really made a 
difference. It clarified thinking, it broke through 
the bureaucratic miasma and it was shareable on 

social media. It eventually became ‘a way’ of  
doing presentations that spread beyond GDS and 
is seen and used in other organisations. The team 
I worked with at GDS were frequently asked for 
advice on how to do those kinds of presentations 
and after we all left we wrote it up for people at 
www.doingpresentations.com. It’s still there if 
you’d like to see what we advised.

#notallpowerpoint
One of the Doing Presentations crew was  
Ella Fitzsimmons.

She taught me the next big thing I learned  
about PowerPoint.

I was running a training session about presenting. 
I’ve done a bunch of these over the years, they 
normally go OK, but Ella, kindly, firmly and 
correctly pointed out how useless this training 
was for anyone who wasn’t a tall, white, middle-
aged, able-bodied man: i.e. most of the people in 
the world. She was obviously right. I just hadn’t 
thought about it.
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Because I am an idiot (and a tall, white, middle-
aged, able-bodied man) my advice about doing 
presentations had basically been: do it like me,  
do the things I do – and not everyone can do that.

If you don’t have all that privilege you don’t  
automatically get granted attention when  
you stand on a stage or at a lectern. You can’t  
necessarily do the self-deprecating ‘cold open’  
I often do. You might have to assert some  
credentials to get people to pay attention. You 
might have to overturn some stereotypes early on.

You might even be battling against the physical 
infrastructure of presentations.

The microphones that conference organisers  
often use, for instance, are designed to clip on to 
the lapel of a jacket or the placket of a shirt (the bit 
with the buttons). If you’re not wearing traditional 
masculine dress you might struggle to be mic’d up.

Or you might be given one of those fancy 
microphones that go over your ear and round your 
cheek to your mouth. They’re great, unless you’re 
wearing earrings. And, for some reason, if you’re 

on a panel or being interviewed on stage you’ll 
often be asked to sit on a high stool and face the 
audience. Not brilliant if you’re wearing a skirt.

Sound systems are tuned for men’s voices. 
Lecterns are terrible for little people. Stages are 
often inaccessible for wheelchair users (I learned 
that at Interesting). The list goes on.

Working with Ella made me think about 
presentation training very differently. And this 
book would have been very different without 
her influence; there’d be many more unthinking 
assertions about how to speak, stand and present 
yourself. Instead, I’ve focused my advice on the 
actual slides and on little tips and tricks that work 
for me. They might for you. But they might not.

And Ella solidified a thought for me. One that had 
been bubbling under since Interesting. She even 
supplied the perfect quote to sum it up: ‘Find out 
who you are and do it on purpose.’ Said by the 
great Dolly Parton.

Another friend and colleague – Rachel Coldicutt – 
helped me to understand this even better.
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We worked together at a digital rights think 
tank called Doteveryone and were both required 
to stand on a lot of stages and do a lot of 
presentations. I was OK at this. People didn’t  
mind my presentations too much.

Rachel is one of the most watchable presenters 
you’ll ever see. If you get the chance, go to one of 
her talks. This is mostly, overwhelmingly, because 
she’s smart, articulate and funny. She’s not just 
a great speech-maker. She’s great at writing 
interesting slides and interacting with them in 
dramatic, effective ways.

But at least part of that watchability is also  
what makes her very nervous about presenting –  
she has a stammer. Conventionally, this would  
be regarded as something to ‘overcome’.  
Rachel’s written eloquently about it and about 
her strategies to minimise her blocking. But she’s 
also decided not to let it stop her and to plough 
on regardless. This is one reason her slides are 
so great – she has to think carefully about her 
performance alongside them. Her slides often 

contain the words that she has trouble saying 
and she’ll just gesture at them. This is a great 
technique for her, but it’d be brilliant practice  
for anyone. That kind of interaction with your 
slides helps a presentation be different and  
better than a speech.

But, also, Rachel’s stammer adds drama and 
humanity. When Rachel is blocked on a word,  
the audience can’t help but try to guess what it’s 
going to be, which means they’re listening hard. 
It’s incredibly compelling. And the stammer  
also demonstrates how important these words are 
for Rachel to get out. It’s clearly not easy for her 
to be up there, so, again, you pay attention. You’ll 
remember Rachel’s words because they’re brilliant. 
You’ll have listened because they’re so obviously 
and uniquely from her. 

(I hope this doesn’t sound like I think of 
stammering as an entertainment. That’s not what 
I’m saying. Rachel tells me that she’s OK with me 
finding her stammer very watchable. I hope I don’t 
offend any other stammerers in saying this.)
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