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Effectively Using Images In PowerPoint 
 

 12 Best Practices to “Make it Stick” 

 
Today’s “new” PowerPoint format – as advocated by books such as Presentation Zen, Beyond Bullet 
Points and others – dictates that you should use less text on your slides and make better use of 
imagery. So what are the best practices in using visuals in a sales pitch? How do you make sure that the 
images reinforce your message and “make it stick” instead of confusing the audience? 
 
A CIO recently told me; “John ς ǿƘŜƴ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎƭŜŜǇ ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǾŜƴŘƻǊ 
ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ L ǎŀǿΦ ²ƻǊƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƘŀǊƳΦέ So here are some best practices, basic do’s and don’ts if you 
are a PreSales Engineer new to the visual world of PowerPoint presentations. 
 

1. Keep It Legal. Most companies now have a corporate library which 

contains high-resolution images which you can use. They should be 

your first choice. Then collect your own images based upon other 

corporate presentations you have. There are also a number of free 

stock-photo sites you may use (although check the terms and 

conditions to make sure they do not forbid commercial use). As a 

final resort you can use Google Image Search, although you need to 

be very careful about copyright and ownership issues. My basic rule 

is “if in doubt, leave it out”. 

 
2. Make It Clear. In order to be effective, an image should take up at 

least ½ the slide. So if that renders the image too grainy, or gives it 

that stretched-out appearance you need to redesign the slide or find 

a better image. Placing a tiny graphic (unless it is something like a 

corporate logo or icon) in the bottom right corner of a slide is just 

too distracting. 

 
3. Make It Relevant. The purpose of any visual on a slide is to reinforce 

your message and any text that may be on that slide. If there is a 

mismatch between the two inputs you will get confusion. In general, 
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any visual you may think is cute or clever may leave half your audience 

puzzled. Think of it like a joke – if you have to explain it, it doesn’t work. The 

dentist image is one I used to differentiate between latent and current pain 

when describing solution selling. Definitely current pain. 

 
4. hǊ 5ƻƴΩǘ aŀƪŜ Lǘ Relevant.  Sometimes to get a point across, your visual 

may intentionally “say” the exact opposite of your message. The jarring 

effect between the visual and textual inputs will help people remember the 

message. That is the purpose of the contradictory stretched image on the 

first page. 

 
5. Make it Unique. Some visual concepts are over-used. Examples would be people shaking hands 

for partnership, bulls-eyes for targets, piled-up stones for order and the messy paper-strewn 

desk for chaos. Not every image you use can be unique or different, but for the Very Important 

Points in your presentation, aim for something a little different. You can also render an image 

unique by using composition techniques such as focus, framing, cropping or perspective – but 

they are beyond the basic 12 points. 

 
 

 

 
6. Make It Appropriate. Refer back to point #1 for “if in doubt, leave it out”. 

Avoid sex, politics, disasters, alcohol, religion and anything else that could 

be deemed as inappropriate or controversial. For example, showing an 

exploding oil rig (as of writing this in July 2010) may not be a good idea. At 

the extreme, apply the double-blind theory – if your grandmother was a 

lawyer working the HR department, would she approve the visual? Work 

outwards on pushing the envelope from there. 

 
7. Check the Background. There are two things you need to beware of. First, an image may look 

great on your laptop screen, and terrible when projected (especially reds and pastel colors with 

some older projectors). Secondly – if you are using a full-screen image with a very dark or very 

light background you will need to experiment with text colors if you are planning to “write” on 

the image.  

 
8. Use Humor ς Sparingly. You are being paid to sell your companies solutions and services, not to 

be a comic. In a short 15 minute presentation there is really no place for humor except for a 

grabber type slide up front. In a 60 minute pitch you could introduce one or two slides. If you 
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are presenting for an entire morning or afternoon you 

need to lighten up the proceedings somehow and mildly 

amusing visuals are acceptable. Beware of taking 

cartoons from the internet as they may be copyright 

and banned for use in a commercial setting. And you 

are in a commercial setting if you are trying to sell 

something. 

 
9. Beware The Screen Shot. Unless you are giving a high-level version of a tour around your 

product, question yourself about including screen-shots. Should you decide to include a screen-

shot, make sure it is legible (which means it needs to 

be full size on the slide) and then it makes a point. 

Often you need to doctor a screen shot by cropping 

out a section, or highlighting key components of the 

screen so that they are obvious to the audience. 

Remember you know what your product does and 

how it works – the audience usually doesn’t! 

 
10. The Headline Test. Don’t diminish the impact of your image by having bland text as a title. 

Instead of having a title such as “Alarms” or “Our Architecture” or “Industry Standards” throw a 

article or a white paper instead. Try “integrating Alarms into your email system” or “How we 

scale to 20,000 users” etc. 

 
11. RESCUE your Presentation. I use the acronym RESCUE to help me remember six key 

components of visual composition. 

Realism, Exaggeration, Stories, Characters, 

Unexpected, Emotion. Since a picture is 

worth a thousand words here are some 

examples. This image tells a great story 

that everyone can relate to – at some 

point in our youth we all left behind the 

training wheels, or we remember when 

our children did, or maybe they are at that 

stage now. Plus it includes the character of 

a child on a bicycle and stirs up some 

emotion within us. If you are trying to 

convince someone to take a step forward or make a leap of faith – it is a great visual. 
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12. The Final Test. Give your presentation to someone who doesn’t know much about your 

product, solution or service and gauge their reactions to the images. Do they understand them 

– is there any confusion or ambiguity as to their meaning? My wife and family love to critique 

my visuals – and they are most often right! 

 

 

Summary 

 
A picture may be worth a thousand words, but only if most of those words were worth saying in the 
first place. Firstly, your visuals need to be legal and relevant and reinforce your textual and spoken 
message. Applying images and text together can make your sales pitch six times more memorable than 
just using text, small illegible pictures and boring old bullet points. In fact – don’t you think that the 
best way to show these best practices would be in a Power Point deck and not a PDF document? 

 
 

"ôWhat is the use of a book', thought Alice, 'without pictures or conversations?ôò 
 
Lewis Carroll, Author. 
 
 
 
Talking Points is a monthly column authored by John Care, Managing Director of 
Mastering Technical Sales. For more information on this and other Sales Engineering 
topics visit the website at www.masteringtechnicalsales.com. 
 
To receive the monthly Talking Points Newsletter, email info@masteringtechnicalsales.com or 
sign up from the front page of the website. 
 
 
Thanks to Olivia Mitchell and the PowerPoint Ninja for some ideas and content. 
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