
 
 

Life After Bullet Points -- Better Presentations Ahead 

 

Helen Kelly  

 
Let’s face it: creating bullet-point visuals is even more boring than 
sitting through them. Many managers find it so onerous they 
write the talk but hand off the making of slides to someone who 
condenses content into teleprompts and relieves the tedium by 
making words tumble and flash. 

All that may be dreary but here’s the real issue: bullet points and 
text divert audience attention from your ideas and dilute the 
overall impact of the talk—even when the presenter is highly 
polished and impeccably prepared. 

Fortunately, there are alternatives. Here’s some background on 
why bulleted lists sabotage presentations and two ways to design 
visuals that will complement and support your talks. 

IN BRAIN TERMS, BULLET POINTS WORK AGAINST YOU  
Hearing a word stimulates one part of the brain and reading a 
word stimulates a different part. Each activity instantly triggers 
neuron firing along the pathways at each location. Both activities 
are energy intensive and compete for brain processing power. The 
average PowerPoint slide has forty words, requiring about eight 
seconds to read. Audience efforts to read from a distance can 
subvert attention entirely from the spoken word and besides that, 
annoy people.  

Too much and it’s information overload, but even so that’s a lot of 
distraction for a brain to handle, especially when someone wants 
to listen to your talk. Writing recently about why to avoid bullet 
points in presentation visuals, University of Central Lancashire 
Senior Psychology Lecturer Dr Chris Atherton sums it up by saying 
that your brain is simultaneously thinking, perceiving, paying 
attention, and learning—or not, especially if you’re bored1. 
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Worse news yet: thanks to some principles of visual organisation, 
the bullet points themselves may be the main attention drains. 
One way the brain groups objects is by proximity,2 so a list of 
bullet points can draw your eye to the column of dots before you 
read any of the words, by which time you’re no longer listening. 

Into this distraction mix there is information processing/learning 
style. Some people are principally visual, some are predominantly 
verbal, and a much smaller number are strongly auditory. As a 
presenter, then, the smallest audience group is likely to be 
auditory learners—the people who most easily process and retain 
what you say.  

So, bullet-pointed text-rich visuals may disrupt everyone. Auditory 
learners leave the thread of your talk once they’re asked to read 
text-rich visuals. Verbal people turn their attention to reading the 
lot and visual people scan for images. All leave your talk for a time 
and may feel mildly annoyed, frustrated, or stressed when they 
return and try to catch up. 

You can embrace the audience—including those who most readily 
process written words and images—and preclude information 
overload by following some simple principles of visuals design. 
Here are two places to start. 

ILLUSTRATE YOUR KEY POINTS 

Once you’ve outlined your talk, highlight the main points. Then 
consider where a picture is worth a thousand words. Capture the 
intent in one or two words, and/or in an image that illustrates the 
idea you want to communicate. 

For example, say you are talking about life getting complicated for 
the biomedical research community. You could list the 
complicating factors—or put up a picture that broadcasts feeling 
and thought yet doesn’t distract from your talk. 

Or, say you are revisiting SOPs to take account of recent research 
on noise and light in the vivarium; and that your point is surprising 
influences on animal behaviour. You could use an image depicting 
an animal cage plus a jackhammer team in a street nearby. Or, try 
just two words: Surprising Influences; using colour and typeface 
you can design the words as a memorable image. 



The few words and/or images serve several purposes. They are 
alternate ways to make the same point, embracing visual learners. 
They communicate the gist of the point yet don’t distract from 
your talk and all the audience is likely to recall the images, which 
will trigger recall of your points. 

Planning visuals that illustrate and communicate the gist of your 
thought is more time consuming than sending out for bullet 
points. However it’s a stimulating, rewarding task and improves 
the likelihood of keeping 100% of the audience with you. Also, by 
working to find an image that communicates the essence of your 
key points, you will hone your content and deepen your ability to 
explain it. All in all that makes for interesting work and a very high 
return on your investment in developing and making the 
presentation. 

Once you know what you want on the visuals, someone else can 
do the technical work of creating them. 

SHOW RELATIONSHIPS, STIMULATE INQUIRY, RAISE QUESTIONS 
Edward Tufte, an influential information designer, specializes in 
turning huge, highly complex data sets into accessible, thought-
provoking images (for example, NASA data sets)3. Tufte proposes 
that presentation visuals can be a full partner to, and enrich the 
content of, every presentation. To build that partnership, Tufte 
advises, use visuals to raise questions about and promote inquiry 
into your key ideas. 

Begin by designing visuals simultaneously with what you’ll say. 
Here too, consider where a picture is worth a thousand words: to 
illustrate interactions, system operations, competing demands, 
and other forms of complexity. For example, if you are proposing 
budget changes, avoid using a bar chart to show this year’s and 
the proposed new budget key items. Instead, present information 
about areas of expense and return and other information that 
allows you and your audience to examine the budget as a living 
document. 

Here’s how to make best use of images that do illustrate points 
yet don’t draw audience attention from your talk: 

 Present the image. 

 Give the audience a moment to review it. 

 Using a lighted pointer, talk through the points you want to make. 



 Before moving on, explain that you have included the image in a 

handout. 

 If you will stay for post-presentation conversation, say that there 

will be time to revisit these images and discuss them in depth 

after the talk. 

Another technique is to introduce the visual and, using the 
pointer, explain why it’s important. Then, darken the screen while 
you develop the ideas. You may wish to reintroduce the visual and 
summarise the points before moving on to the next part of your 
talk. Always reassure the audience that they will have a chance to 
revisit the visuals and discuss them. 

Visualise data using a scatterplot (also called scatter diagram, 
scatter graph, and scatter chart), line graph, histogram, treemap, 
horizon graph, or barseries. All portray relationships among 
dependent and independent variables. 

Graphs portraying relationships provide a terrific opportunity for 
examination, thought, and enquiry. Using a lighted pointer, 
introduce the graphs and discuss key points. You’ll keep 
everyone’s attention on your words.  

Reserve charts for a handout. Otherwise you will lose the 
audience to intense scrutiny of the numbers. 

Sometimes it is useful to show a complete picture of complex 
interactions and interrelationships. If you wish to show the big 
picture yet haven’t time to learn the skill of creating this kind of 
image, there are companies whose business is presenting complex 
data sets as single slides. 

No matter how simple or complex your images are, Tufte strongly 
recommends that you create a hard-copy set of visuals for each 
attendee and discuss them with participants after the talk. He 
suggests that your visuals may be the starter for informal 
conversations or seminars once participants return to work. 

The next time you make a presentation, remember visuals have 
the potential make it more interesting and memorable for all 
attending. Additionally, visuals add value to presentations for all 
kinds of learners, whether they are auditory, visual, or verbal. 
Your audience will learn more when you think carefully about the 
type of visual you use in your presentation. 
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