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TRAINWRECKS ARE AVOIDABLE 

Investor presentations come in four grades:  Trainwreck, Good Enough, Outstanding, 
Insanely Great.   

Trainwreck is not too strong a word for some of the presentations investors must endure at 
ventures fair or in private meetings. A Trainwreck presentation alienates investors who 
remember it as a waste of time. They remember the company as one to avoid and warn 
their friends. 

Hallmarks of a Trainwreck presentation: 

• Too much detail, too technical, confusing, too long 

• Too much talk about product, not enough about the business.  

• Cluttered or illegible slides  

• Reading from the screen, talking too fast 

If you commit any one of these, investor response is immediate.  It may be passive: they 
tune you out and start searching for ways to end the meeting.  Or aggressive: they interrupt 
with questions and take control of what was supposed to be your show.   

If you apply all the principles and rules summarized here, your presentation will be Good 
Enough. They are also the foundation and prerequisite for Outstanding or Insanely Great 
presentations. 
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GET ON TRACK 

All the advice in this book comes from what I’ve learned over 15 years of coaching 
entrepreneurs to improve their investor presentations. 

Over time I’ve noticed a pattern. When entrepreneurs struggle to apply my practical advice, 
it’s because they clinging to habits and attitudes that go deeper than just “how to.” I found 
that taking the time to address underlying principles first—before getting down to work 
fixing slides and content—is actually the shortest and quickest path to a great presentation.  

These four principles are the most important: 

1) TARGET THE INVESTOR AUDIENCE  

Investor presentations are unlike any other type of presentation. They’re more demanding 
than the corporate, technical, or academic presentations you’ve been giving all your 
professional life. It takes more time and a lot of mental energy to prepare a great investor 
presentation.  

1. It’s a  screening process. Investors see ten companies for every one they invite back. “It’s 
my job to say ‘no.’”  An incoherent, boring presentation makes saying ‘no’ easier. You can’t 
afford to cut corners, wing-it, or wait until the last minute to prepare. 

2. Short attention span. Investors are rushed and have no patience for time wasters. You get 
their full attention for only a few minutes.  After that you have to earn it.   

3. Mixed audience. You’ll be pitching to people with a range of experience in your industry 
and varying comprehension of your technology, from zero to expert.  You have to educate 
as you persuade, and elucidate complex technical ideas in plain English. 

4. The propensity to misconstrue.  Because they’re rushed, investors too often say ‘no’ for 
the wrong reasons, conjured from hearsay about your industry, a shallow understanding of 
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your model, and clues you drop in the first few minutes. The burden is on you to anticipate 
how your message might be misconstrued. 

5. Personal chemistry matters.  Investors aren’t just screening for good companies (the 
objective content of your pitch), they’re screening for people they can work with. “It’s a CEO 
audition.” They’re watching to see if you present well, your depth of knowledge, how you 
problem solve, if you listen. They’re gauging passion and energy. They’re watching team 
dynamics.  

IMPORTANT: If you demonstrate a ignorance of what investors need in general, or of basic 
facts about the particular investors you’re meeting with, they’ll be insulted you didn’t exert 
any effort to learn something about their side of the business.  If you come across as being 
consumed by your own affairs, that behavior brands you as “not CEO material.”  

2) FIND YOU OWN FORMULA  
When it comes time to decide what content to include in your investor presentation, you’ll 
be tempted to use as your guide a list of recommended slides you found on the Internet or 
got from a well-meaning advisor.  

Resist the temptation.  

Don’t follow any one formula, no matter who foists it on you (including big-name investors 
or venture organizations). Why? Because in order to squeeze your company into somebody 
else’s formula, you’ll distort and obscure your real story. You’ll devote too much time to 
irrelevant topics, and gloss over or leave out ideas critical to showing your real strengths. 
You’re story will sound all chopped up. You’ll sound like everybody else. 

In truth, investors will never compare your presentation to any checklist. They don’t care 
about formulas. They do care that you get to the point and tell them what you do, why you’ll 
succeed, why you’re special.  

So do this instead: study at least a dozen such formulas (Google “investor presentation”), 
see what topics are included most often, what patterns emerge, and get a feeling for what 
investors deem important. Do the same with the Top-Tier Questions, below. Then select 
only the elements that relate to your company and build your presentation from those 
elements. 

Your content will be Good Enough if you hit most of the topics that investors expect.   

3) SLIDES ARE NOT THE PRESENTATION, YOU ARE.  

Equating “presentation” with “slides” is the root cause of many failed presentations. It’s a 
common mistake, reinforced for decades by the PowerPoint culture in academia, 
government, and business. 

You are the presentation, not the slides. Slides are essential to give visual support, but they 
aren’t the reason investors take the time to meet with you. Slides aren’t the show. What you 
say, your ideas, and how you connect with the audience is the show.  
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When you internalize this principle, it will change how you shape your story, how you 
compose your slides, and how you act during the meeting—all for the better. 

4) SEPARATE PRESENTATION DECK AND SEND-AHEAD DECK 

Everything I say in this piece about slides assumes your designing a presentation deck, not 
a send-ahead (or stand-alone) deck.  

Presentation slide decks are used solely for face-to-face presentations—you talk and a live 
audience listens. Presentation slides should be low-density, with lots of images, blank 
space, and minimal text. They require your spoken narrative to be understood. You never 
give out a copy of your presentation deck. 

Send-ahead slide decks are intended to be printed out or emailed when an investor says, 
“send me your slides.”  Send-ahead slides are more dense because they need to convey 
complete thoughts without you there to talk them through it. They are designed to be 
skimmed and viewed out of order—which is how most investors will read them. 

If you use a stand-alone deck for a face-to-face presentation, you’re in trouble from the 
start. A live audience wants to hear from you, not read slides. If you really do want slides to 
send ahead, create a separate deck repurposed to stand on its own. Better yet, persuade 
investors to accept your well-written, concise executive summary instead. 
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SELECT THE CONTENT 

Wrong content is not as painfully obvious as bad slides. But if what you say and show is 
disorganized, loaded with too much detail, or too product-oriented, investors write you off 
as a waste of time. Just making the slides pretty won’t help.    

WRITE THE NARRATIVE BEFORE THE SL IDES (NARRATIVE LEADS, SL IDES FOLLOW) 

If you always start writing your presentations in PowerPoint, you’ll always struggle to find 
that clear, concise story you need to spark immediate interest in your company. Slides are a 
presentation tool, not a planning tool. Creating slides before writing the narrative is like a 
theater company designing costumes and sets before writing the play.  

Fight the urge to open PowerPoint on day one. Instead assemble a detailed outline using 
your favorite “analog” medium (legal pad, whiteboard, word processor, etc.). First isolate 
the high-level ideas, then fill in secondary ideas and supporting detail. Move things around 
until you find a story-telling flow. Only then do you open PowerPoint. 

But stop! Don’t just pour your whole outline into the slides. Put on the slides only key words 
and images selected from the outline. What you don’t put on the slides is reserved for the 
narrative—the words you say. Remember the 50% Rule: Put less than half of the narrative 
outline on the slides. 

DON’T RECYCLE OLD PRESENTATIONS (START FRESH) 

When you’re ready to put together the deck, avoid borrowing slides from old 
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presentations. Start over. Start fresh. You’re targeting investors, a really tough audience, so 
build a custom presentation from the ground up with the investor audience in mind.  

If you don’t, it’ll show. For example, if you repurpose marketing slides, the new presentation 
will still smell like a marketing presentation. If you build on the chassis of a technical 
presentation, it’ll be too technical. If you bring in slides from multiple presentations, the 
layout and design will be a hodgepodge. 

BUILD A SUPPORT L IBRARY  

I know, it’s hard to start over because you have so much time invested in those old charts, 
images, tables, preserved in old presentations. Here’s a trick to make you feel better about 
ditching your old friends. 

Start a library (a folder on your computer, or in collaboration software) of photos, charts, 
graphs, examples, quotes, testimonials, case studies, anecdotes—anything that might be 
useful in a future presentation. Mine your old presentations for the best stuff, and make a 
habit of snagging anything from any source to put in your support library.  

Then when you pull something out of the library it’s joining the new presentation on its own 
merits, and not merely as a lazy carryover.   

PITCH THE BUSINESS, NOT THE PRODUCT

The first rule of investor presentations: talk about the business. It’s a mistake to put your 
product (or technology or service) at the center of your pitch. It reeks of the newbie  fallacy: 
“When they see how cool it is, they’ll surely invest.”  

Consider the 80/20 Rule:  spend 80% of the pitch talking about the business, 20% on the 
product. Vary the ratio according to your situation: If you’re pre-customer, you need to 
spend proportionately more time convincing investors why customers will buy. If you have 
lots of traction with customers, then include only enough about the product to show what 
all the excitement is about. 

 

© Steve Bowman 2016   All rights reserved.    Ver1-112015b 
Page 7



TALK ABOUT THE BUSINESS 

How do you talk about the business? You answer the Top-Tier Questions. And you pitch at a 
strategic level. 

ANSWER THE TOP-TIER QUESTIONS  

Top-Tier Questions approximate the mental checklist that investors run through when they 
meet you for the first time. They’re gating questions. If you come up short on too many, you 
won’t get a second meeting.  

Treat the Top-Tier Questions as a checklist. Dwell on those questions where you anticipate 
serious concern or that require extra effort to grok, and skim or skip those that don’t apply 
or where the answers are obvious. For example, if your market is huge, skim the market-size 
topic; if you have a formidable patent estate, you might skip the section on competition.  

Think through each question, prioritize your answers, and keep referring to them as you 
fashion your narrative outline. Visualize an astute investor asking you directly:  

What is the opportunity?   
Who is your customer? If you’re solving a problem, how acute is the customer need and 
what is your solution (this is where you introduce your product)?  If you’re seizing a 
market opportunity, what is your strategy to prevail?  What do you do? 
Is it big enough?   
Is the potential market for your solution big enough to support your plans, with plenty 
of margin for growth and unforeseen competition?  How fast is it growing and what are 
the factors that could accelerate or limit growth?  
Can you defend it in the market?   
What is the competition for the customer dollar, current and potential?  Do you have 
adequate IP or other barriers to entry?  If not, what is your strategy for scaling and 
defending market share? How are you differentiated in the market?  

Page 8



Are you the right people to do this?   
Do you the have appropriate and credible experience?  Have you done your 
homework? Can you communicate? Are you resilient enough to survive and persevere 
when things go wrong? Has your team worked together before? What is your collective 
“unfair advantage?” What is your special insight? Are you focused? 
What traction do you have?   
What proof do you have that customers will buy (product/market fit)? What proof that 
you can execute and that your operations and implementation plans are feasible? If life 
sciences, where are you along the regulatory path and what are your prospects for 
reaching the next big milestone? 
Do the numbers work?   
How do you make money? What is the customer value proposition? Do you have a 
feasible go-to-market plan?  Are revenues sustainable and scalable at high margins?  
What is the timing of revenue growth, especially compared to cash burn? Is the funding 
strategy realistic, and will it get you to cashflow breakeven or the next funding 
milestone? Are capital needs proportionate to potential investment returns? How will 
my money make a difference? 
Where is your edge? 
Even if you convince me you’re a good opportunity, what makes you a great 
opportunity? Where’s your special edge? Do you have an unassailable head start or 
crushing competitive advantage or truly disruptive technology? Are you about to lock 
up a huge market or tap a lucrative revenue stream? How do you stand out from all the 
other incredible companies who want my money now? 

PITCH AT A STRATEGIC LEVEL 

The best investors are future-oriented, strategic thinkers. They’re just as interested in your 
big-picture plans to grow super-sized value as they are in how you make money.  

Conceive your pitch at a high level. Describe your industry space, map out the positions of 
key players, run through your next few moves. Share your Big Idea and how you will change 
the future. If you’re destined to be a universal platform, describe the platform. 

For example, talk strategy in terms of evolving customer segments, relative competitor 
strengths, new developments in distribution and manufacturing, technical trends and 
breakthroughs, marketing sea-changes, pricing and cost curves, patent maneuvers, 
government mandates, the changing appetites of big pharma, recent M&A activity, notable 
VC funding deals. Talk confidently about how your insight and positioning give you a 
strategic edge. 

But don’t be too lofty. Balance high and low. Balance your commitment to future vision with 
your obsession for near-term customers, profitability, cashflow and getting that first 
application out the door.  
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SEQUENCE & STRUCTURE  

How you sequence a presentation matters because you’re speaking in real time to a live 
audience, unlike a report, website, or even send-ahead slides where the reader can jump 
around at will. Audiences experience bad sequence as disorganized, confusing, boring. 
They interrupt to “get to the point.”  

Good sequence sucks the audience in and holds their attention. They’re less likely to 
interrupt. Good structure helps them understand and remember key points.  

Sequencing a live presentation may require a shift in perspective, from fixating on the 
internal logic of the material (as in a written report) to fixating on how audiences absorb 
new ideas (story structure). It requires you to get your head out of your own material and 
see through the audience’s eyes.  

A meta structure that works for almost every investor presentation is to tell the  Opportunity 
Story in roughly the first half, then the Business Story in the second half. If you’re early stage 
and have little traction, give more weight to explaining the Opportunity. Financial 
projections and the Investment Story are always at the very end.  

THE OPPORTUNITY STORY 

The Opportunity Story tells how you create customer value. The customer is the 
protagonist.  

A majority of start-up companies create value by solving a customer problem. If that 
describes you, follow the conventional problem/solution format.   

But almost as many companies should be telling an opportunity/response story instead.  
They aren’t addressing an unmet customer need as much as they’re exploiting an 
opportunity. For example: a gap in a mature market, vulnerable incumbents, a scientific 
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breakthrough, new and disruptive platform technology, a clear competitive edge in a 
crowded but lucrative market. Opportunity/response companies aren’t just easing 
customer pain, they’re jumping through an unguarded door. If you’re straining to structure 
your pitch around problem/solution, try the opportunity/response approach and see if that 
suits you better. 

Some of the more common topics in the Opportunity Story are:    

• customer problem (or market opportunity)  

• market size and market dynamics that feed your growth 

• industry ecosystem and the role you play 

• competitive landscape or current customer solutions  

• solution to the customer problem (or response to market opportunity)  

• “secret sauce”—how your solution is differentiated 

• intellectual property: patents and trade secrets  

• competitive advantage and barriers to entry 

Again, this is not a list of “suggested slides” (or suggested topics). Select and sequence the 
elements that tell your story best. You’ll spend extra time on some, and brush over or 
ignore others. 

THE BUSINESS STORY 

The Business Story explains how you capture customer value and make money. Money is 
the protagonist.  

It might help to visualize money flowing through the Business Story like a stream that 
percolates up in the revenue model, swells through marketing, and flows into the ocean of 
the summary financial projections.  

This is also where you discuss implementation and operations strategies—but only if there’s 
something about your operations that is unusual or particularly challenging. Don’t waste 
investors’ time with the standard and predictable nuts and bolts of your marketing, 
manufacturing, or distribution plan.  

The most common topics covered in the business story.  

• Revenue Model:  how a unitary customer pays for your product/service.  As 
appropriate, touch on:  pricing strategy, recurring revenues, gross profit margins, cash-
flow timing, scalability, etc. 

• Marketing (or Go-to-Market):  how do you acquire customers? How do you sell? 
What’s in your pipeline? What traction do you have? Who’s doing it? 

• Competition:  a discussion of direct, indirect, or potential competitors and how you 
will overcome.  If you discussed the competitive landscape earlier, this is where you 
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single out specific companies. Don’t use a graph or chart.  

• Financial projections.  a stripped-down table of revenue and EBITDA. Two rows is 
enough. Don’t cut and paste from a spreadsheet. Don’t use a graph.  

  Other pieces you may find useful to fill out the business story: 

• Operations/implementation:  an outline of your strategies and tactics—but only if they 
are unusual or particularly ingenious. 

• Milestones:  a chronological list of salient past achievements and future targets,  
matched to dates or time intervals.  Milestones can be matched to funding events as 
well. Use a simple bulleted list or table, not a graph. 

• Expansion:  additional products, platform applications, markets, revenue streams, etc. 
that you might develop in later phases of the venture. It’s a teaser, a conversation 
starter. Keep it short. 

• Exit:  not recommended unless you have a clear and specific strategy for attracting a 
buyer based on industry precedents, or your industry is experiencing a rash of 
acquisitions at high multiples (show comparables). Don’t mention IPO. 

The Business Story culminates in the financial projections slide, which serves as the pivot to, 
and provides context for, the Investment Story.  

THE INVESTMENT STORY 

This is the “ask” that concludes your pitch. It’s a simple text slide showing: 

▪ An overview of capital raised to date, e.g. from founders, family & friends, angels. 
Include substantial non-dilutive grants. Do not include loans. 

▪ The amount of the current raise. Not a range, a single number.  

▪ If not obvious from the Business Story, show use of funds. Keep it broad and high-
level. Example: “To expand marketing,” or “To finish product development and 
launch.” Don’t include budgeted numbers. 

Don’t include valuation (but be prepared for the question). Don’t show or discuss deal 
terms in a first meeting (unless you really know what you’re doing). Never project 
investment returns of any kind (that’s the investors’ job). 

THE TEAM STORY    

Stop thinking “team slide.” Use as many low-density slides as you need. And put the team 
story wherever it does the most good—at the beginning, middle, or end (before financial 
projections), or split up and distributed throughout the presentation. When in doubt, put 
the Team story roughly in the middle, after the Opportunity Story and before the Business 
Story.  

If you present your team as people with talent and experience doing cool things, your 
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overall presentation will be stronger and more engaging. Investors are human and humans 
are hard-wired to like stories about other people. 

Three principles for integrating team into the presentation:   

1) Leverage credibility: The stronger the team, the earlier you start talking about them.  You 
might even open with the team if you’re led by rock-star serial entrepreneurs or recognized 
leaders in your field. This is not the time for humility. If you’ve got it, flaunt it. 

2) People as story: Incorporate certain key people into your story where they are integral to 
the story—imagine drawing lines to match team members with story points. For example, if 
your CTO invented the technology, introduce her as you introduce the technology. 

3) Execution power: Match people to the specific challenges your company faces. For 
example, match the marketing people with the marketing challenge, the engineers with the 
engineering challenge. If you present your whole team in one place, use this matching 
principle to drive your spoken narrative about the team.  

OPEN & CLOSE 
Your opening does more than just set the tone. It’s your first chance to engage the 
audience and steer them into into your story the way you want to tell it.  

A smooth close leaves them with the impression you’re in control 
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OPEN WITH A FRAMING STATEMENT AND A GRABBER 

Don’t open with the blah-blah formalities usual for corporate presentations—histories, 
agendas, acknowledgements, etc. You can’t spare the time, and such an opening signals 
“boring” before you even get started. 

Open with a framing statement and a grabber. You decide which order works for you: 
frame > grab, OR grab > frame. Either way, the first words out of your mouth have to hit the 
ground running. 

A good grabber usually has some element of surprise. It can be visual—a photo or prop or a 
provocative statement or statistic or a quote. It can be a story. (No jokes!) If you or your 
team have impressive credentials, you might start there (a “credibility opener”).  

Important: the grabber must tie in to a major theme of your story and advance it’s telling. 
Keep it simple and short. 

The framing statement provides important context. It’s a stripped-down version of your 
elevator speech that answers the  questions, “Who are you?  What do you do? For what 
customers? What stage are you now?” You might add how much money you’re raising. If 
you have strong traction—“sales grew from zero to $1mm in 8 months”—or strong credibility
—“Sony is our first customer”— throw that in as well. It works because it gets a few basic 
questions out of the way, buying time as you launch into your full story. 

The framing statement is pure narration—don’t make a framing statement slide. It’s a 
straight-up recitation of facts, told in the driest terms with no elaboration and should take 
less than 30 seconds. Where possible, talk in terms of categories your audience already 
recognizes.   

For example:  
“I’m Don Light, CEO of CyberLuck. We develop enterprise security software for 
utility companies mandated to stop cyber attacks on the smart grid. Our CTO 
designed the systems deployed by half of the utilities in the world.  We have 
our first pilot customers, and are raising a $2M round to expand marketing. ” 

CLOSE ON THE TITLE SL IDE 

Without a close, your presentation ends abruptly and feels unplanned and unfinished. 
Don’t embarrass yourself by looking startled to see your last slide and saying sheepishly, 
“That’s it.” 

The very last slide of your formal presentation should be an exact copy of your title slide. 
Reaching the title slide signals that you’re done. (No “Thank you!” or “Questions?” slides.) 

Your close can be very short.  Decide and rehearse a few words that point to the next 
action. At a venture fair, you might invite the audience to visit your booth. In a private 
meeting, it’s time for questions.  But don’t just say, “any questions?” in the same pathetic 
tone as you would say “that’s it.”  Instead say something like, “I’ve covered a lot of 
information here, and I know you have questions.  Who has the first question?” 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PRINCIPLES FOR GOOD SLIDES 

Bad  slides are the leading cause of Trainwrecks. The good news is you can create Good 
Enough slides by following a few rules. But if you fight the rules because they go against 
how you’ve “always done it,” you might have to first change your thinking about the how 
slides really work in a live presentation. 

SLIDES ARE VISUAL SUPPORT FOR THE NARRATIVE.  

A presentation with bad slides is worse than one with no slides at all. Slides used as 
speaker’s notes will cripple your presentation. Slides should never carry the full load of the 
narrative (or serve as a substitute for a written business plan).  

Yet, a talk supported by good slides is many times more effective than a talk without slides. 
Slides used correctly help the audience see, understand, remember. They’re ideal for 
sharing photos, graphs and tables, and for reinforcing the key words and phrases that give 
structure to the narrative. Remember: slides are not the presentation, you are. 

SLIDES ≠  IDEA UNIT.  

Stop thinking of the slide as the basic message unit. Break the habit of saying, “I’ll put in a 
slide about this and a slide about that.” Forget the old rule: “one idea per slide.” 

It’s a mistake to equate slides to topics, or topics to slides, because it forces you to chop 
and crop your material to fit the arbitrary confines of slides, which distorts the true shape 
and proportion of your ideas. Cramming full topics onto single slides is also a leading 
cause of clutter. 
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Instead, compose your narrative outside of PowerPoint so you can outline, prioritize and 
sequence your ideas without constraint. Then use as few or as many slides as you need to 
support each idea. Make slides a tool you control, and not the other way around.  

THE NUMBER OF SLIDES IS IRRELEVANT (DON’T COUNT SLIDES) 

Forget the “10-Slide Rule” or anything like it.  The number of slides is irrelevant.  Use as 
many slides as you need to keep slide density low. Nobody in the audience is counting 
slides for the same reason nobody counts paragraphs in a short story.   

The timing per slide is irrelevant too. Forget the ancient “one minute per slide” rule—it’s a 
vestige of the 300 baud, floppy-disk days when the number of slides did matter.  

The new rule is “keep slide density low.” You are hereby free to use a rapid succession of 
uncrowded slides to make a single point, or to use sole images, numbers, or even single 
words served up on a single slide. 

MAXIMIZE WHITE SPACE 

Reduce clutter by allowing plenty of what designers call “white space.”  

Resist the temptation to fill every inch of the slide. Silly as it sounds, some people feel 
they’re being super efficient by using up all the space. On the contrary it’s very inefficient 
because the goal isn’t to save paper, but to be understood. Crowded slides confuse the 
audience.  

The more white space you use, the more audiences like you. White space is your friend.   

FIGHT CLUTTER 

Clutter is the enemy. When you cram slides with too much information, bad things happen:  

•  the audience struggles to make sense of a busy slide in the short time it’s up; they don’t 
know where to look 

•  half of the audience is reading one part while you’re talking about another part 

•  the audience is forced to choose between reading the slide or listening to you 
(“audience dilemma”) 

•  cluttered slides trip up your delivery—you have to decide which items to talk about and 
which to skip (“presenter dilemma”) 

•  cluttered slides are ugly and off-putting, which reflects poorly on you 

The opposite of clutter is low-density. Slides, like billboards, are “glance media”—they need 
to make their point in under 3 seconds.  

A presentation of many low-density slides is the secret to managing audience attention. 
When you restrict each slide to only a few words or single image, you always know what 
they’re looking at. You know everybody’s on the same page and tracking with you as you 
tell your story.  
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RULES FOR GOOD SLIDES 

BE LEGIBLE (DON’T FRUSTRATE THE AUDIENCE ) 

All elements on the slide must be legible to everyone in the audience, including people 
sitting in the back. No exceptions. (This applies to laptop presentations too.) 

Use adequate font sizes.  24 pts. is a good minimum font size for everything on every 
slide—including text in tables, diagrams, and captions.  

Use sans-serif fonts.  Ariel, Calibri, Verdana, Century Gothic are examples of sans-serif 
fonts.  Times New Roman is a serif font, harder to read on a projected slide; it looks 
messy. 

Use high contrast colors, especially for text. Subtle colors that look gorgeous on your 
computer look washed out when projected. Color-pick for contrast first, then hue. Dark 
text on light background or light on dark? Pick one, but be consistent. 

Big photos, charts, graphs.  Audiences love it when you make things big. Bigness 
should push everything else off the slide, including logo, slide title, pretty graphics. 
Don’t add commentary text to photo or graph slides; put it in your narrative instead.  

LIBERATE THE LAYOUT  

Don’t put a title on every page. Titles are optional. They can add value to bulleted 
text slides, but they’re often a distraction—on a graph slide, for example, or in a rapid 
series of photo or text slides. Never allow a title to word-wrap to a second line. 

Don’t put a logo on every page.  Logos are useful if you’re one of many companies 
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pitching at an event. Otherwise they get in the way. If you must, put the logo on about 
a third of the slides.  

Don’t use a busy slide template. Eliminate disclaimers, page numbers, dates, and 
gratuitous graphics from your master slides. Create some masters with your logo—in 
the lower right corner—and some without.  

No summary boxes. If you come from a corporate or consulting background, you’re 
likely infected with the tiresome habit of putting a little text box on each slide to 
proclaims the meaning of the slide. Clutter! Summarizing and editorializing are what 
you do in the narrative. 

DON’T BE UGLY 

There’s no excuse for ugly slides. Follow a few rules to appear Good Enough. 

Standardize fonts and colors across all slides to avoid a patchwork effect. Redo any 
slides you pull from pre-existing presentations to keep the look consistent. 

Choose a palette of a few colors that work well together for basic text, accent text, 
backgrounds, and graphic elements. 

Limit typefaces (font families) to one, at the most two, for any and all text. It’s worth 
fussing about fonts—they have a peculiar power to sway audiences. Enlist a font geek to 
help, if you know one. 

Avoid slide templates with decorative design elements that hog precious slide real 
estate and leave little space for text or images. Be suspicious of any graphic element 
used to dress up a slide, no matter who put it there. 

Cheesy clip art or clichéd images. (e.g. two people shaking hands, chess pieces, piles 
of money) mark you as an amateur. Photo images used solely as visual metaphor smell 
of cheese. Don’t even think of using a textured slide background.  

No title case in bullets. This Is Title Case.  This is sentence case.  Use title case in slide 
titles only.  Everything else is sentence case. Watch for Random capitalization too, where 
Important Words get special Treatment for no apparent Reason. All this is easy to 
correct once you realize how stupid it makes you look. 
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SLIDE TYPES 

One of the hallmarks of Trainwreck presentations is the indiscriminate mix of photos, text, 
and graphics all on the same slide. 

A shortcut to cleaning up the look of your deck is to keep slide types pure. If you show a 
photo, show only a photo (with minimal text). If you need a text slide, put only text on the 
slide (with plenty of white space). If you need a chart, fill a single slide with the chart and 
nothing else. Variety comes from mixing the pure slide types within the deck and varying 
the rhythm. This keeps your slides looking fresh and your audience awake. Heighten the 
variety with props. 

Only after you have mastered pure slide types should you venture to build slides of mixed 
media. But that’s an advanced design skill. For Good Enough, keep your slides pure.  

MINIMIZE TEXT 

A slide filled with lots of text doesn’t work. Put at least half of your story in the narrative, not 
on the slides.  

No full paragraphs of text.  And even full sentences can take too long for the audience to 
absorb. Use short, telegraphic phrases instead. Edit out any words that aren’t absolutely 
necessary. Prune hard. 

Feel free to isolate a few large words or numbers on a single slide to drive home an 
important idea.  

Bullets are handy for lists and ordered points, and to show structure. But not too often. 
Rarely are sub-bullets necessary, and never sub-sub bullets.  
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MAXIMIZE PHOTOS 

Look for every opportunity to illustrate with photos. For anything that can be pictured, show 
a picture. But, never photos for their own sake or dressing up the look. Select photos that 
truly help your audience see what you’re talking about. Show and tell. 

High-resolution photos only. Pixelated, blurry photos look cheap. Crop and frame for 
impact. 

One photo per slide is best, maybe two. Never squeeze photos together on a slide “to save 
space.”  

Bleed big photos to the edges of the slide, even filling the entire screen—which means no 
slide title or logo. If you must add a title, overlay text directly onto a neutral region of the 
photo.  

USE PROPS 

Look for any opportunity to use props—things to hold up and refer to as you talk, things you 
give to the audience to inspect and pass around. If you have a physical product, share a 
sample or a mock-up. Show and tell. 

Be creative with how you use props, even to the point of gimmickry—but gimmickry in the 
service of a key idea you want the audience to remember. Gimmicks are remembered. 

BE ST INGY WITH CHARTS & GRAPHS 

Use a graph or chart only if you’re sure there’s no better way to make the point. Often a 
table is a better choice. Or a simple text slide.  

Loading up your presentation with lots of graphs and diagrams won’t impress investors. 
Too many will burden the discussion with a level of detail inappropriate for a business 
summary.  

In those few times when a chart is exactly what’s needed, don’t just lift one from an old 
technical presentation or share that ingenious graphic schema you white-boarded for 
internal planning. Absent their original context, they take too long for the audience to 
figure out and they burden your flow with extraneous ideas. 

HOW TO CREATE A GOOD ENOUGH CHART, GRAPH, OR DIAGRAM 

• Start with the “so what”  Know the central idea your chart illustrates or proves, and how 
it fits within the overall narrative flow. If you struggle to see the purpose, stop! You 
might not need a chart at all.  

• Select the best chart type  Match the graph format (bar, line, histogram, etc.) to the 
point of the chart and nature of the data. Use line graphs to show trends; bar 
graphs, comparisons; pie charts, parts of a whole, etc. This is trickier you think.  

• Simplify  Design the graph for instant impact. If it’s complicated or novel, the audience 
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won’t have time to absorb the meaning. Strip out graphic elements that aren’t 
absolutely essential, including grid lines and borders. “Eliminate chart junk; 
maximize data-ink.” (read Edward Tufte) 

• No keys or legends  Always put identifiers directly onto the lines, bars, pie slices, etc. 
Even if keys and legends are big enough to read (they usually aren’t), they force the 
audience to cope with an extra step before they can see your point. 

• Legibility  Make sure every element, including all labels, are legible from the back of the 
room.  

• Purposeful color  Don’t use gratuitous color in charts. Use color only to clarify data 
relationships or to help the audience see immediately what’s important.  

• No 3D effects  Never introduce a third dimension unless the data is truly 3D (i.e. has a 
‘z’ axis). Flat 2D is more honest. 

• One chart per slide  Enlarge any chart or graph to fill the entire slide. No additional text 
or photos on the slide. Put explanations in your narrative. 

• No double titles  Title either the chart or the slide, but not both. And keep the title short
—never more than one line. Use it to reinforce the chart’s message, like a 
newspaper headline.   

• Rehearse  Practice presenting the chart by first explaining the elements (axes, colors, 
etc.), highlighting relationships, and then clarifying the ‘so what.’ If you get tangled 
up explaining it, the chart doesn’t work. Simplify further, redesign, or cut.  

TITLE SLIDE 

The title slide is the first slide in your deck—what you show as people are getting settled in 
the room. Here’s what you put on a title slide: 

• A high-res version of your company logo, centered in the top half 

• The presenter’s first and last name and title, easily legible  

• Contact information (email or website), legible 

• Optional:  a short tag line or positioning statement under the logo 

• Optional:  the amount of money you’re raising in this round 

Don’t include the date, the occasion, or “Investor Presentation.”  

Put a duplicate of the title slide at the end as the last slide of the presentation, which serves 
as a signal that you’re wrapping up. Leave it up during Q&A. 
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HAZARDS & WARNINGS 

Some things you just don't do. They either mark you as an amateur or don't work in the 
context of an investor presentation. Some of these are my pet peeves (“Questions?” slides 
make me cringe). Some are universally acknowledged no-no's, like asking for an NDA in a 
first meeting.  

• No Mission, Vision, Agenda, Thank you, or Questions? slides.  

• No org charts. 

• No corporate history history (“We were incorporated in 2014 ...”)  

• Never use a graph for financial projections. Use a table. Limit to two rows: revenue 
and EBITDA. All numbers legible. ($000) 

• Don’t believe you can satisfy the competition question with a feature/benefit matrix or 
two-axis graphic. Investors know they’re rigged. Instead, tell your competition story—how 
you grow and defend market share within your particular competitive landscape—using 
whatever presentation tools you need. 

I• If you show milestones, use a table, not a graph (leave your Gantt chart at home). 
Show dates or time intervals. 

• No videos.  Audiences came to see you, not a video. And videos fail to work half the 
time. If you must show a process, use a rapid series of photo slides instead. In the rare 
instances when a video is the only choice, keep it under 30 seconds. 

• Beware online demos, they often backfire. Use slides in clever ways instead. 

• Never ask for an NDA from investors as a precondition for a first meeting. If you really 
do have marketable trade secrets, hold them for later, when an NDA might be necessary. 
Consult your lawyer. 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STEVE BOWMAN 
Steve Bowman, “The Pitch Doctor,” is President of BizClarity. He formed BizClarity in 1999 to 
write executive summaries and business plans, but then began specializing exclusively in 
just coaching and teaching investor presentations. He’s given workshops and coached 
clients on both American coasts and in Europe. 

Steve graduated Harvard College in 1972, followed by graduate study in finance, 
marketing, and commercial real estate at the University of North Carolina.  

For ten years he specialized in commercial real estate deal structuring and fund raising, and 
consulted for Prudential Real Estate to commercial brokerages across the country. He 
formed an NASD Broker-Dealer in 1984 to syndicate real estate investments.  

Steve taught presentation skills and business communication for five years at The Wharton 
School. He’s also taught business plan communication and presentation at Temple 
University, Drexel University, and Penn Law School. He’s worked closely with all the major 
venture fairs in the Philadelphia area since 2002 to teach and coach presentations and help 
screen companies. 

Steve lives in Media, Pa, near Philadelphia, in a 250-year-old farmhouse. He’s a perennial 
gardener and a composer/performer of avant-garde electronic music.  

For information about Steve’s coaching services, or to arrange a workshop, go to 
BizClarity.com, or contact Steve at steve@BizClarity.com   
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