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~ow. Effect:ive Are Your Visuals? 
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• 
How effective and how practical are the vis -

uals you us e f o l' me e t i n g s , 
d e m on strati ons, o r TV? 
Do they actually h e lp you 
communicate ? Do y ou ge t 
y our money's worth? 

P sychologists have 
sugg ested a number of 
guide posts for planning, 
pr e paring , and using v is 
uals . 

The following criteria will h e lp y ou evaluate 
your pr e s e ntahons: 
l. Appearance 

e Visibility - - Can the material b e e as i ly and 
complete ly se e n ? 

e Structure--Are f orm, g r oupin g, and c on 
tinuity us e d to good adv antage ? 

e Clarity - - A re y our objec t ive'3 under s tood 
at a glance? 

e Appeal--Do the visuals att rac t and h old 
attention? 

Accuracy 

e Fidelity - -Are y our models faithful re pro 
ductions of the real th ing s ? 

e Validity - - Are y our state ments sound and 
base d on factual data ? 

e Cre dibility- -Will people b e lieve theme s
sage your v isua l s te ll ? 

Approach 

e Tactics or strategy - -Have you us e d the 
most f e as i ble a pp roach t o th e su b j ect in 
r elat i on to you r audien ce ? 

T echnique 

smooth and p l easing 

Econ omy 

e Do your visual s cost more than they .con
tri bute? 
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APPEARANCE ! 

The appearance of a visual aid depends upon 
these factors: visibility, structure, clarity, and 
appeal. 

VISI B ILITY--The first requi·rement of a visual is 
that it can be seen or has visibility . This means 
you 'll want to consider legibility, relative bright
ness, and color. 

L egibility is the ease with which one can see 
visual s . It depends on several factors, including 
size, space, and weight of line. Plan the size of 
e l eme nts so a person in the back row can see all 
of your material. Letters should be 1 inch in 
height for every 25 feet of distance. If your audi
ence is a ll within 35 feet, your letters should be 
at least lt inches high. 

Proper spacing between lines is a l so impor
tant. L ines that are too close together are hard 
to read . A good starting point in line spacing is 
l t times the height of the letters . Within a word, 
l etters can be spaced more effectively with your 
eye than with a rul er .because of differences in 
l etter wid th a n d shape. 

Tfie w idth or weight of lines use d for letters, 
s ke tches, diagrams, or tab l es should be nei ther 
too thin nor too heavy . A good test is to view the 
visual under conditions similar to those in which 
it wi ll actually be u sed. 

Style of l etter also influences the value of 
your work . Plain (Gothic ) style is easy to make, 
c at ches the eye quickly , and is easy to read when 
the l etters are bold . Avoid 
the fancy or "arty" style 
in l ayou t unless done by 
professionals--and even 
then it is questionable. 

E E 
Lower - case letters can be read faster than 

upper case . However, capital l etters provid e em
phasis and variety . 

Relative brightness, or gradations of light, 
in your visuals should be within the average limits 
of easy viewing. Avoid extreme contrasts between 
light and dark areas on art work and projected 
material s . But, be sure there is enou gh contrast 
for the existing level of room illumination or your 
visuals will look flat and be difficult to see . 



Choosing the correct size projector lamp or 
adjusting room l ight with window shades gives 
you some control over b rightness. 

Black and whit e line drawings provid e a max 
imum of contrasts on charts and projected slides . 
Photographs, especially those in color, have less 
contrast and need more light. And they require 
a darker room when projected on the screen. 

Color choice in v isuals is important. The 
human eye can generally distinquish 15 0 grada
tions of color or hue. Variety of color can help 
place emphasis, give continuity, show relation
ships , utilize attitudes and past experience s, and 
attract and dir e ct attention. 

For example, warm colors, particularly 
browns , are- effe ctive for harvest themes. To 
show parallism in subject matter, shades of the 
sam e c olor may be used. 

ST R UCTURE - -This refers to the distribution of 
materials in space and through time . It deals 
with the construction of a visual presentation and 
the relationship between its elements . Let's ana
lyze structure. It may involve: 

Some form on some back
ground- - Be sure your audienc e 
' 1 sees" what y ou want them to 
see . 

Grouping techniques -- cause 
us to "see visual e l ements as be
longing together or comprising an object. Group 
ing is accomplished by prox imity, similarity, 
good continuity, c l osure, or common movement 
of the elements or objects . 
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Separating techniques- -Cause us to" see" 

visual elements as different and apart from ach 
other. Separation is accomplished by contrast 
(in shape, brightness , or size), figure-grow1d, 
depth cues, or overlap. 

oQ 
Contrast 
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Depth cues 

Figure Ground 

Onrlap. 
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... Integrating techniques- -cause us to "see" a 
number of indiv1dual elements or objects woven 
into a single coherent whole. 

The terms "unity" and "continuity" often used 
in judging booths involve these aspects of struc
tur e . 

CLARITY--This refers to the ease with which 
people can understand the visual, or "see through" 
it. Do they "get the point" quickly? 

For exampl e, a booth would rate high in 
clarity if one could understand its message by 
merely observing its contents while walking past. 
A poster would rate low if one had to study it in 
order to get its message. A graph with pictures 
on its lines or ba rs would rate higher than one 
with just words. 

APPEAL--Although interest-getting devices may 
sometimes defeat their purpose, it is still neces
sary to embody in a visual some way to attract 
the attention of your audience. Anything that is 
different, sudden, or provocative draws the eyes 
of an observer . 

An effective caption or label on booths, pos
ters, window displays, charts, and even material 
on the chalkboard is one means of appealing to 
you r audience. A good caption is brief and, if 
possible, in telegraphic form. It should suggest 
action and make the viewer feel that it was writ
ten just for him. 

Unusual size, shape, color, or effective use 
of white space also attracts attention . The use of 
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mystery or suspense will usually keep an audience 
alert when other appeals fail. 

Motion, either mechanical or with lights , will 
generally draw attention. Flashers used in a func
tional way help tell your story as well as appeal 
to your viewers. •However , don't use flashing 
lights to provide the main illumination for a visual 
presentation. 

A C CURACY 

The accuracy or correctness of a visual is 
determined by its fidelity, validity, and credibility. 

FIDELITY- -This refers to how closely a visual 
approaches reality or realism. Does it adhere 
strictly to the truth? Is it an accurate or honest 
visualization of an object or idea? 

For example, in models of a kitchen, is the 
size of the stove in proportion to the other pieces 
of equipment? 

The best way to obtain realism or fidelity is 
to use the actual material or the real object when
ever possible. Make your points by showing food, 
cloth, brick, or wood rather than pictures of 
food, cloth, etc . 

VALIDITY -- The validity of a visual refers to its 
soundness. It is capable of being proved? Is it 
scientifically well grounded? 

A set of slides, for example, describing a 
recommended variety of oats would have consid
erable validity if it included pictures showing that 
the variety had been tested several years in many 
locations throughout the state. 

One can photograph a face in ways that make 
it appear good or evil. In other words, by chang
ing the lighting from above to below one can make 
two equally factual pictures of a person. One 
would give the impression of crime, the other of 
heroism. Judgment in this case centers on the 
question of validity. 

CREDIBILITY- -A visual has credibility if it is 
believable and apparently authenic. Does the in
formation come from a reliable source? Is it 
based on authority? Be sure you inferences are 
not impossible, absurd , or improbable . 

-3-

For example, a drawing of an insect by Dr. 
A. A. Granovsky, University entomologist, would 
have more credibility than one made by Al Capp. 

Or, if visuals on the atomi c submarine made 
ref erence to Oppenheimer, they would be more 
credible than if they referred to a Russian. (At 
least this would be true in America). 

APPROACH 

An effective approach in a visual presentation 
involves using the right tactics or strategy. 

TAG TICS- -Good tactics means that you have plan
ned your approach to fit the needs and objectives 
of your particular audience. Your own objectives 
as they relate to other projects also play a part in 
deciding what tactics are best. 

For example, in a meeting where you discuss 
soil testing, it might be appropriate to use the 
same slides that your audience has seen recently 
on a television show. The impact of the message 
on TV would reinforce your message at the meet
ing. 

If the attitudes of a 
community are unfavorable 
to a certain phase of your 
program, your visuals might 

parts of the county . This ~ WRONG 
show success stories in other ~ ~ 

would be a better tactic than 
telling the people why their 
unfavorable attitudes were 
wrong. 

One individual may be more sensitive to sci
entific mate rial than another. One group might be 
interested in adventure, another in achievement 
stories, or another in politics. This would affect 
the kind of visuals you should use. The approach~ 
you use may not be in logical steps, but may be 
the most feasible under the circumstances. In 
other words, your tactics in planning and using 
visuals help determine the success of your com
munication. 

TECHNIQUE 

Good technique means smooth and seemingly' 
effortless presentation. The method of presenting 
a visual affects its value as a. communication tool. 
The visuals should be planned so they follow nat
urally. There should be no interruption in finding 
and setting them up. It takes deliberate and con
centrated practice to develop good technique in 
presenting visuals. 

For example, if house lights .must be turned 
on and off several times during a talk, your audi
ence may become irritated and miss the message. 



Or, if your equipment requires three or four op
erators, the audience may become more interest 
ed in your assistants than in you. 

Complicated gadgets and stunts, intended to 
attract interest, may actually divert attention. 
People may wonder what makes a light turn red 
or how a figure moves instead of listening to you. 

ECONOMY 

Your visuals may cost anything from a few 
cents to many dollars . Economy, however, de
pends on more factors than just dollars and cents. 
You must consider the number of times you'll be 
able to use a visual before it is out of date or 
physically worn out. The expense of transporting 
large visuals, like exhibits, is also important. 

The number of copies you need and can make 
from an original or a master significantly affects 
the economy of visuals. A l minute television 
film may cost $80 to produce, but the second and 
third prints might run only $1. 40 . Posters printed 
by the offset process may cost $1 each for the 
first 100 copies but only 15~ apiece for the next 
500 . 

There are often several ways to present a 
message with visuals . Some are expensive, but 
others, just as effective, may be relatively cheap . 
Hand lettering for posters, charts, and exhibits 
is usually high priced. However, the same mes
sage typed on paper and transferred to a trans
parency on a copying machine may cost only a 
few cents . Factors of usability , of course, could 
require the hand-lett~red charts. 

Economy of time for you and your staff is al
so important . It is sometimes more economical 
to have your secretary prepare a visual than to do 
it yourself or hire an artist. 

IN OTHER WORDS 

The criteria we have discussed are broad 
and provide a basis for evaluating your .visual 
presentations , but there are other major factors 
you'll want to consider. 

First, your visuals should be audience-ori
ented. Plan visuals for the audience that will see 
them. Stay in the subject matter area and at edu
cational , cultural, and experience levels appro
priate to your audience. Advice frequently given 
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to speakers may apply here: "Never underestimat~· ~ 
the intelligence of your listeners but never over- ' 
estimate their knowledge." 

For example, there's no point in showing pic
tures of crop breeding techniques to farmers, un
less they have some knowledge of plan reproduc
tion. Your pictures and words must be at educa
tional levels that have meaning for or relate to 
the past experience of your audience. 

An exhibit showing how to control diseases of 
fruit trees would rate low in this respect if it were 
used with a group in which only a few people raised 
fruit trees . 

Or, a visual may rank high on all of the cri
teria and yet not by well coordinated with other 
information media in an overall program. Timing 
of visuals in relation to other coordinated media 
is also important. A carefully scheduled sequence 
is essential in the use of certain visuals . 

Take the case of graphic aids and mockups 
used in the classroom or lecture hall. Their ef
fectiveness depends on many factors, including 
the instructor's presentation. Effectiveness of 
these aids can be assessed only in terms of total 
communication--including visuals--not just the 
visuals alone. 

Second--visual techniques are only the means 
to an end. They should be incorporated into an edu
catlonal program to become an integrated part of 
communication efforts. Four principles summarize 
this philosophy of using visuals effectively. 

l. Correlate visual communication efforts with 
other teaching materials. 

2. 

3. 

Use visuals to support the subject matter be
ing taught. 

Relate visual messages to -experience in order 
to reinforce other messages, and vice versa. 

4. Test visuals for response and effectiveness. 

And, finally, if your visuals don't rate high 
in all of the criteria we've discussed, it doesn't 
follow that they are necessarily ineffective. Some 
of the criteria can't be applied to every visual. A 
poster may involve only l or 2 while an illustrated 
talk could be scored on 8 or 10. 

A visual may have rather poor appeal but still 
be effective in a situation where appeal is not nec
essary. You may be completely justified in using 
visuals that rate high in only one or two categories. 
The number of ideas they help you communicate 
is what really counts . 
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