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Abstract
Visual design plays a crucial role in ensuring that presentations effectively communicate 
ideas, persuade audiences, and enhance learning. For non-profits, presentations are often 
central to fundraising, advocacy, and training; therefore, applying sound design principles 
can significantly increase their impact. This Teaching Paper introduces key visual design 
principles—including simplicity, consistency, contrast, hierarchy, and balance—and 
demonstrates how they can be applied to different slide types. Drawing on 
communication and design theory, it offers practical guidance for non-profit practitioners 
and educators seeking to improve the quality of their presentations. A case study 
illustrates how applying these principles transformed a donor presentation, resulting in 
improved clarity and engagement. Reflection questions encourage self-assessment and 
deeper learning.
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Executive Summary
Non-profit organizations rely on presentations for donor engagement, training, and 
advocacy. Poorly designed slides can hinder communication, while clear and consistent 
design supports audience understanding and retention. This Teaching Paper introduces 
practical design principles:

• Simplicity: uncluttered slides with minimal text.

• Consistency: uniform use of fonts, colors, and layouts.

• Contrast: strong distinction between text and background.

• Hierarchy: guiding attention using size, placement, and color.

• Balance: arranging elements to create harmony.

Through examples and a case study, the paper demonstrates how to apply these principles 
to text slides, image slides, and combination slides.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to improve the effectiveness of presentations in 
non-profit and academic contexts through sound visual design.

Learning Objectives:

• To understand fundamental principles of visual design for presentations.

• To apply these principles to create clear, consistent, and engaging slides.

• To recognize and avoid common design pitfalls.

Background and Context
Communication scholars have long emphasized the role of visual design in audience 
comprehension (Mayer, 2009). Bryson (2018) underscores that effective communication 
tools are vital for non-profit strategy, while Drucker (1990) highlights the importance of 
clarity and persuasion in leadership and fundraising. Applying design principles ensures 
that the message is not lost in clutter or inconsistency. For practitioners, presentations are 
not merely slides—they are strategic communication instruments.



Practical Guide
Principle 1: Simplicity

• Use minimal text.

• Focus on 1–2 key points per slide.

Principle 2: Consistency

• Apply the same font families, sizes, and colors.

• Use a standard layout for titles and content.

Principle 3: Contrast

• Ensure readability through dark text on light backgrounds (or vice versa).

• Avoid low-contrast combinations (e.g., gray on white).

Principle 4: Hierarchy

• Highlight key points with larger font or bold color.

• Place important information at the top or center.

Principle 5: Balance

• Avoid crowding one side of the slide.

• Distribute images and text evenly for visual harmony.

Examples of Application

• Text Slides: Limit to bullet points, use short phrases.

• Image Slides: Use high-quality, relevant visuals with minimal or no text.

• Combination Slides: Pair images with short captions for context.

Case Study
A non-profit organization preparing a donor presentation initially created slides with 
lengthy paragraphs and inconsistent fonts. Donors found the slides overwhelming and 



difficult to follow. After applying design principles, the revised presentation used clean 
layouts, high-contrast text, and meaningful images. Key statistics were highlighted in 
large, bold fonts, while personal stories were paired with photos and short captions. The 
result was a presentation that donors described as "clear and impactful," leading to 
increased funding commitments.

Common Challenges and Tips
• Challenge: Overloading slides with text. 

Tip: Aim for fewer than 7 lines per slide.

• Challenge: Using inconsistent fonts or colors. 
Tip: Establish a style guide and apply it throughout.

• Challenge: Poor image quality. 
Tip: Use high-resolution, context-relevant visuals.

Reflection Questions
1. How many words do you typically use on a slide, and could they be reduced?

2. Does your current presentation design follow a consistent visual style?

3. How can you use hierarchy to highlight the most important points?

4. In what ways could contrast and balance improve your slides?

Limitations and Considerations
While principles improve clarity, they must be adapted to cultural and contextual norms. 
For example, color symbolism varies across cultures, and some audiences may prefer 
more detailed slides. Presenters must balance visual design with content depth and 
audience expectations.

Academic Value
This Teaching Paper contributes to both academic and practical discourse by bridging 
design theory with non-profit communication practice. It reinforces the importance of 



aligning form with function and equips practitioners with concrete strategies for 
improving presentations.

Conclusion and Next Steps
Good visual design enhances clarity, engagement, and persuasion. Non-profits should 
integrate design principles into staff training and organizational standards. Future 
research may examine the role of digital platforms, templates, and AI-driven tools in 
advancing presentation design.
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