
Applying Design Methodology to PowerPoint 
Carolina Gill, Ruth Cutts 
Georgia Institute of Technology 
 
As industrial designers, we are taught to approach problem solving through methodology, so 
that our designs answer a clearly defined problem that fits a specific context, environment, 
and user. This understanding of method and approach to design solutions is most 
immediately thought of in our field as being applied to product design. However, the design 
process should not be exclusive to product design. This paper is the result of realizing, after 
focusing on the lack of organization and forethought to PowerPoint graphics on the part of 
business students and professionals, that design students often neglect the opportunity to 
apply what they know of design methodology to developing PowerPoint presentations, and 
how they can benefit from doing so. 
 
PowerPoint presentations have become one of the most common communication tools in 
the business world. Most, if not all, professions use PowerPoint on a regular basis to, on the 
most basic level, inform an audience of an idea or set of ideas. The design world is no 
different. During their design education, students are asked to give PowerPoint presentations 
to effectively communicate their work and results on a project or assignment. However, as 
much design discussion is put into the work that is shown, very little is put into the actual 
presentation. This is very similar to business education and practice, where much emphasis, 
thought, and planning is put into the verbal part of the presentation, and the visual graphic 
elements are left with little forethought or organization. This can easily be attributed to the 
fact that business students are students of business, not design. They are not expected to be 
schooled in the principles of layout, color, composition, and so on. However, as industrial 
designers, we recognize not only the value of the graphics but also the audience as users, the 
environment, and the technology involved. Therefore, we can approach a PowerPoint 
presentation as a product of a design process and follow the same thought process as we 
were developing a three-dimensional solution. By developing an understanding of the 
specific characteristics of the audience, the participating modes of communication, the 
environment, and PowerPoint as a medium/product, we can define these as design criteria 
and objectives. 
 
PowerPoint presentations are notable because they typically involve at least four modes of 
communication that deliver messages: the visual (the image of the slides and their imbedded 
graphics), the written (this can include the text on the slides, as well as supplementary 
handouts or written materials), the nonverbal (the appearance, attitude and body language of 
the presenter), and the verbal. Each of these mediums with its own characteristics should 
support the presenter’s objectives. Because these four modes are part of the large 
communication picture, we must consider them not only individually, but also how they 
inter-relate amongst themselves and audience.  
 
For example, when we lay out a slide graphically, we consider the text as a shape (like a line 
or rectangle), but we also will consider what that text box is actually saying as a written 



language. Similarly, the image of the presenter (appearance, stage manner, movement) is 
participating in the visual message-apart from what that presenter is verbalizing.  
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Each of these communication modes has its own techniques and methods to develop a 
solution. For instance, the graphic development of slides can be based on guidelines for 
composition and layout. The written part is developed through the structures of the written 
language. In A Primer of Visual Literacy, Dondis Donis focuses on visual language; however, 
her following discussion is equally as valuable to the other communication modes involved 
in PowerPoint presentations: “Each visual medium not only has its own special structural 
element, but also a unique methodology for the application of compositional decisions and 
utilization of techniques in their conceptualization and formulation. Understanding these 
forces increases the areas of experimentation for both the originator and the viewer toward a 
more visually literate set of criteria of judgment, which can bring the making and the 
meaning more closely together.” However, the visual mode and the nonverbal modes, unlike 
the written and spoken modes, do not have a set of universally understood techniques and 
syntax that can be interpreted by all audiences.  
 



When communicating intended message through visual modes, an audience interprets the 
message according to their own experiences and knowledge. In Practices of Looking, Marita 
Sturken’s and Lisa Cartwright discuss this issue referring to visual images: “Images generate 
meanings. Yet, the meanings of a work of art or media image do not, strictly speaking, lie in 
the work itself where they were placed by the producer waiting for viewers to uncover them. 
Rather, meanings are produced through a complex social relationship that involves at least 
two elements besides the image itself and its producer: 1. how viewers interpret or 
experience the image and 2. the context in which an image is seen. Although images have 
what we call dominant or shared meanings, they can also be interpreted and used in ways 
that do not conform to these meanings.”  

 
These are vital issues to consider, the presenter cannot develop a product (the power point 
document and presentation itself) without assessing the factors that alter the desired 
outcome. This then, is where we begin to understand the value of approaching PowerPoint 
presentations with a design methodology. The complexity of the communication modes, the 
limitations and possibilities of technology, the influence of the physical environment, the 
characteristics of the audience and the performance and image of the speaker all, could be 
the foundation of the criteria and objectives of the design process.  
 
“To design is to plan, to order, to relate, and to control. In short, it opposes all means of 
disorder and accident” Emil Ruder.  
 
Often times, the students are expected give a presentation during the process and at the end 
of the design studio. They are to communicate their thinking process, ideas and the results 
of several weeks of work to a very specific audience. There is a considerable amount of time 
spent on models, drawings and boards for such presentations, but when asked to deliver it 
through power point, all of a sudden their knowledge of planning, defining objectives, 
concept development, visual communication techniques and human factors all goes out the 
window. If only they could define what they are asked to do as a design problem, it would be 
clear that the solution goes beyond placing images and text from their process books on a 
predesigned PowerPoint template. It is interesting to see the level of sophistication in the 
individual images in contrast with the visual composition of the slides and the ill-prepared 
speech. Surprisingly, the slides are no better than those of business students or business 
professionals who have no formal visual training. However, the business professionals do 
take advantage of their training on the verbal and nonverbal modes of communication.  
 
Problem-solving techniques are not unique to industrial designers. Anyone can benefit from 
analyzing the problem in such way. The speaker can be successful if he has defined a specific 
problem statement (for example, to persuade or sell an idea, a processes or a product) and a 
clear understanding and knowledge of the following criteria: 
 
Context  
Audience— How many people, what are their backgrounds, and what brings them there? (Is 
the audience composed of fellow classmates and instructors who are intimately familiar with 
the material and, perhaps, guest critics who are not very familiar with the content?) 



 
Venue— What is the technology available?  What is the location of screen in relation to the 
speaker and audience? What are the lighting conditions? How does the sound travel in the 
room? Is there a need for a microphone? 
Time— How much time is available, how many presentations has the audience experienced 
 
Technology 
Platforms— PC vs. Mac, anticipate problem when changing platforms. 
PowerPoint— Limitations and possibilities of older and newer versions of the software. 
Supporting software— PowerPoint is not a layout program, what other software can be used 
in conjunction with PowerPoint, to improve and allow flexibility of the visual mode? 
 
Communication Modes and Techniques 
What are the guidelines for composition of the verbal language?  What are the guidelines for 
composition and manipulation of visual elements? How to establish a consistent visual 
identity? What are the techniques for public speaking? How do you define a personal image 
and style? 
     
If anyone can apply a systematic approach, where do we as designers excel? 
In addition to their problem-solving expertise designers should be experts in communicating 
through the visual mode. The combination of methodology and the fluency of the visual 
language is what can set us apart from any other professional. Understanding and exploiting 
the elements and techniques of visual communication, understanding the functionality and 
power of visual “words” is critical to becoming a successful communicator. In design 
education these issues should be an important aspect of their formation. 
 
Basic design is a subject that is fundamental in design education. Most students go through 
the motions when fulfilling their requirements for foundation level work. They understand 
definitions of design elements such as line, shape, color, value, and texture and they are 
successful at utilizing compositional techniques such as contrast, balance, grouping, and so 
on, but seem to fail in relating the content of what was learned to the actual application of 
those concepts outside the specific foundation assignment. PowerPoint presentations are a 
good example of how the connections between the concepts and the applications are 
ignored.   
 
In discussing the value of applying design methodology to contexts other than product 
design, we could have chosen a topic of larger scope than PowerPoint presentations. 
However, there are several very valuable things we feel students and professionals will 
receive as a result of approaching something like PowerPoint presentations in a systematic 
way. First, it is often not clear to students that they are learning more than “cool” sketching 
or modeling skills from their industrial design education. They are, in fact, being taught how 
to think and how to use those skills in a meaningful way toward a meaningful end. Many, 
who do develop some concrete realization of the method and process they are being taught, 
often think of it only as relating to product design— the activities they perform in a studio 
setting. An extremely valuable part of the industrial design education however, is this 



underlying foundation of thought process and methodology. It is so valuable not only to 
product design, but everything we do. In encouraging students to use a methodology to 
approach something that they have considered inconsequential before will, perhaps, bring a 
realization that what they are learning can indeed have value to any activity— large or small. 
 
The second valuable aspect is the exercise of clarifying and verbalizing the thinking process, 
making the method transparent, presenting the objectives, and so forth. Developing and 
delivering PowerPoint presentations on their work gives them an opportunity to verbalize 
and visualize the project’s process as a whole, to “package and sell” the work, to shape the 
way the product is viewed. This is unlike process books that are in depth written and 
graphical account or documentation of the project. Putting thought and planning into the 
presentation will cause the student to reflect on and be able to verbalize the project in a 
succinct and knowledgeable manner. This is an invaluable skill to have in discussing their 
work in any situation, including interviews, which can really be considered another form of 
presentation with visual aids. The final PowerPoint presentation for a project can really be 
considered an important and integral part of that project, just as a process book or 
presentation boards and by preparing it the student will have to confront his knowledge of 
methodology, communication, and, in particular, his fluency with the visual language.  
 
 
References 
 
Dondis, Donis A. 1973. A Primer of Visual Literacy, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  
 
Sturken, Marita, and Lisa Cartwright. 2001 Practices of Looking, New York: Oxford University 
Press.  
 


