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Understanding Video in 
PowerPoint
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“The emphasis on pictures and
graphical representations in this 
course has been revolutionary to 
me. I am amazed at their value 
and have begun changing my 

presentation materials and building 
my platform accordingly. Even so, 
such displays can only go so far. 
So many medical concepts like 

those I discuss are best presented 
via video today, or illustrated with 

animations. I’m excited about
adding that kind of content to my 

platform as well.”

Kathleen Marinelli 
MD, IBCLC, FABM, FAAP
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We’ve now come to the last 
book in the Visual Language 
Series. Lessons ahead build 
upon skills covered so far 
in the other four books. 
We’ll work more with your 
Main Show and add more 
content to your already 
growing presentation 
platform. If, by chance, 
you haven’t read the other 
books, that’s alright. These 
chapters feature a lot of 
stand-alone skills appli-
cable to your current slide 
shows, in whatever form.

More than likely, pictures and shape graphics will account for the vast 
majority of your visual vocabulary choices, considering they are relatively 
easy to obtain/make. But you have other choices, too. Including addi-
tional forms of media will 
expand the reach of your 
communication skills con-
siderably. Coming up, we’ll 
master the inclusion of vid-
eo, audio, documents, Web 
pages, and animations. Feel 
free to skip around if any 
particular area has immedi-
ate applications to your up-
coming presentation plans. 
This book’s sections are 
relatively independent and 
can be taken out of order if 
necessary.

Where You Are
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As you no doubt know, 
video is a powerful form 
of visual expression. 
More and more speakers 
are including video in 
their presentations these 
days because of its much 
wider availability com-
pared to even a few years 
ago. Video definitely 
should play a role in your 
strategic communication 
goals. 

However, before we 
even begin a discussion 
of video’s use and best 

practices, keep a vital—and probably surprising—perspective in mind. 
It’s tempting to assume that showing something as video is automatically 
better than showing that same information via a series of still pictures. 

After all, video simulates 
reality as it happens, 
as though one is really 
present and watching 
those events unfold in 
real time. What could be 
better than that?

Well, actually, a series of 
still pictures can be better 
than that in some cases—
especially pictures that 
show examples, demon-
strate a process, or help 
tell stories. Researchers at 
Stanford University some 

The Truth 
About Video
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years ago did an experiment to determine if showing video, or a series of 
still pictures, was better at helping learners understand the operations of 
a mechanical pump. They found that the series of pictures was superior. 
People learned more, and remembered more, from the pictures than the 
video, even though both taught essentially the same facts.

The researchers theorized several reasons for these somewhat surprising 
results. It’s possible video clips, at least in a learning context, show too 
much information, too quickly, and we as learners don’t have enough 
time to absorb small details compared to scanning a series of still pictures. 
They hypothesized that the still pictures provided what amounts to a su-
per-slow-motion perspective of the events. People apparently mentally fill 
in the gaps between the pictures, as though the images are a slow version 
of reality. It’s also possible that all the motion happening during a video 
distracts viewers and prevents them from noticing small, but important, 
details. They suggested, in fact, that video can be more effective if divided 
into small pieces of isolated events, or at least endowed with controls so 
that an instructor has options to start, stop, and review specific segments. 
They further recommended being able to substantially slow down the 
motion so that learners have more time to process what is happening 
throughout key sequences.

The take-away from their research is that although video may be a power-
ful and engaging form of visual expression, it does not necessarily trump, 
or even match, the impact of meaningful still images. Plus, pictures are 
easier to work with, simpler and less expensive to create or acquire, and 
often are more useful for 
guiding people’s under-
standings. Keep these facts 
in mind. I’m not trying to 
dampen enthusiasm for 
video in any way. At the 
same time, don’t fall into 
the trap of thinking you 
always will be more effec-
tive as a speaker if your 
performances include a lot 
of video. Pictures can be 
better. Video should com-
plement, not automatically 
replace, photos. 
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All that said, let’s look at how you’ll incorporate video into your presen-
tation platform. Think of it in the same modular, randomly accessible 
way as you do all other content. Being able to quickly find and display 
any video clip, at any time, regardless of where you happen to be in your 

presentation materials 
at any moment, is abso-
lutely essential. In other 
words, you’ll probably 
want to devote an entire 
dashboard in your Main 
Show purely to video. 
That way when a clip is 
relevant to an ongoing 
discussion, you’ll know 
exactly where to navigate 
to find it.

On the other hand, 
there’s nothing wrong 
with having specific clips 
accessible directly from 
content show slides, 
where those topics are 
most relevant. Indeed, 
why not take advantage 
of both approaches. I’ll 
soon show you a way of 
setting up video clips so 
they are easily available 
both from a dashboard 
and individual slides, 
with no duplication of 
video files and very little 
extra design time.

How You Will 
Use Video



8

The SNMW platform provides a good example of what a robust video 
dashboard might look like. Notice that their Main Show contains a cat-
egory called Video. Upon clicking that link, you see a dashboard full of 
individual video links, accompanied by text labels that guide selection.

A presenter can navigate 
to this dashboard and find 
any desired clip within sec-
onds, perhaps to answer a 
question or spontaneously 
show viewers something 
interesting and relevant. 
Most of these clips are rela-
tively short, running less 
than 5 minutes. They each 
focus on specific subjects 
or places. The presenter 
doesn’t have to waste time 
showing information that is 
not relevant to an ongoing 
discussion or lesson.

This particular dash-
board provides access to 
more than 40 high-quality 
clips. We decided to visu-
ally divide the space into 
smaller sections by placing 
semi-transparent, beveled 
shapes behind groups of 
related thumbnails. That 
strategy allows a presenter 
to more quickly hone in on 
desired choices.

Notice that the shapes have 
a label at top to further de-
fine the groups (Sections). Plus, the individual clips sport a name as well. 
Finding the one needed is a matter of quickly scanning the group names 
to narrow down possibilities. No group contains more than five choices, 
and most have only 1 to 4, making retrieval easy.
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What Is 
Video?

Understanding the inclusion of video in your platform starts with an un-
derstanding of digital video in general. What is digital video? The answer 
might sound strange because digital video is not what it seems to be. That 
clip on your computer does not show fluid motion as it happened, per se.

Remember the old days 
when movies consisted 
of a string of images on 
a strip of film, which 
each image changing 
slightly from one frame 
to the next? Digital video 
is remarkably similar, 
believe it or not. The clips 
playing on your screen 
are not at all a continuous 
stream of reality as seems 
to be the case. They 
are, instead, a bunch of 
stationary pictures flying 
by so quickly that you 

can’t see the individual frames (images). In fact, digital video has what’s 
known as a frame rate which measures the number of images presented to 
your eyes per second. The standard for high-quality digital video these 
days is 30 frames per second (30 FPS). Keeping that fact in mind, perhaps 
now it makes sense why video files tend to have a huge file size com-
pared to other forms of digital information. If a single picture can contain 
several megabytes of information, imagine 30 of them per second flying 
by during a 5-minute video! Such a video clip potentially could have a file 
size of several gigabytes—an absolutely unmanageable number.

To make digital video practical for playback on standard computers, 
engineers had to come up with ways of reducing that file size. Thus they 
invented video compression, which throws away most of the data in all of 
those video frames and replaces it with formulas when the file is saved. 
Your computer then interprets those formulas and temporarily restores 



10

the trashed pixels on your com-
puter screen so that the video 
looks like actual continually 
flowing scenes. In a sense, your 
computer is continually tricking 
your eyes, making you think 
you are seeing things that in 
reality no longer exist—except 
as formulas. Those compres-
sion algorithms, called codecs, 
dramatically reduce file size.

How video compression works 
is ingenious. Let’s say you film 
an interview with someone who 
is standing in front of a confer-
ence room wall. The person’s 
body certainly moves in various 
ways while she is talking and 
the video frames must docu-
ment those changes in shape 
and color. However, much of 
the information in the frame 
area is not changing at all—the 
wall behind her, the carpet, a 
stationary potted plant off to 
her side, and the ceiling. Those static components that remain essentially 
constant across all frames in the video can be erased and replaced with 
formulas. Your computer then interprets those formulas during playback 
and says to itself, “Well, we need to put some beige colors in the back-
ground for the wall, some greens in for the plant, and so forth. That data 
no longer physically exists in the video frames themselves but gets added 
back in for sake of viewing. What you see is an illusion. Throwing away 
those static pixels makes the file size far more manageable.

And that’s one reason why the file size of two different video clips can 
vary so much, too. If I were to film that same interview in front of a 
bustling carnival, with pieces of equipment constantly flying through air 
in the background and people walking by, the file size would be much 
larger. Now compression algorithms must keep track of all that changing 
information—and thus can’t throw away as many static pixels.
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As mentioned, compression algorithms are called codecs. Probably you 
couldn’t care less knowing about codecs, right? That’s how I feel about 
my car. Who cares how the dumb thing works, so long as it runs?

But, therein lies the problem for you as a digital presenter. You don’t 
really need to know all the dirty details of how a car runs, yet you better 
keep the basics in mind. It needs gas, oil, and other fluids. Without those, 
it definitely will not run properly. In the same way, if your computer 
doesn’t have the proper codecs installed, the video WILL NOT WORK.

Microsoft’s technically challenged designers make the problem even 
worse in PowerPoint. They typically are about 7 years behind the rest of 
the world in just about everything. Video performance in slide shows is 
no exception. PowerPoint 2013 finally, sort of, on a good day, when it’s 
in the mood, plays some MP4 video clips well, although it still doesn’t 
play most at all, even though MP4 codecs have been considered the world 
standard for many years now. 

Bear with me, therefore, for a small amount geeky discussion of codecs. 
Knowing at least a few basics will help you keep things running as 
smoothly as possible. Otherwise you may end up in front of an audience 
trying to explain why your video isn’t working.

Videos can be compressed in a number of different formats (codecs). 
Common formats you’ll see are MP4, MOV, AVI, MPG, WMV and others. 
And all these formats exist in multiple versions. That is, over time soft-
ware designers make improvements to their codecs, meaning that many 
different versions of MPG or WMV formats are floating around out there. 
The video clip you just inserted onto your PowerPoint slide might have 
been compressed in any of those formats, using any version of those for-
mats. If you don’t have the right codec—and correct version—installed on 
your computer that matches this particular video clip, good luck getting it 
to play. That’s one reason why it’s important to let Microsoft continually 
update your computer, refreshing Windows, PowerPoint, and sometimes 
even your computer’s video card drivers. In theory, those updates include 
all the latest codec versions.

Video Codecs
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Microsoft’s own format—WMV—is the best choice for PowerPoint. WMV 
files almost always play in slide shows without issue. Of course, due to 
Microsoft’s disdain for all things Apple, MOV format doesn’t work in 
the PowerPoint at all. AVI format usually works but those files tend to be 
quite large compared to other formats. Ideally choose a different format if 
possible. MPG files generally work well, although 2013 designers some-
how managed to screw up PowerPoint’s video playback to the point that 
even clips we’ve used flawlessly for years in multiple previous versions 
no longer play in 2013, for unknown reasons. Hopefully they will have 
fixed those issues by the time you are reading these pages. MP4 format 
originated with Apple as well, although Microsoft has been forced kick-
ing and screaming to acknowledge it. Even so, MP4 files almost never 
work properly in 2010, and only sometimes play as expected in 2013.

Again, even though WMV compression is not the best choice for effi-
ciency or quality, you’ll save yourself a lot of headaches by converting all 
clips to that format before incorporating them into slide shows.

Visit a site like download.com to find various software options for convert-
ing video clips from one format to another. Often such software is free—
up to a point—with either a trial period or restrictions on how large the 
video to be converted can be. 

This issue is particularly important when developing platforms for use in 
a government environment, or other situations where time has stopped 
and dinosaurs still roam. Government equipment tends to be so old and 
outdated that it doesn’t even run newer versions of WMV well. In that 
case, try to convert back to an earlier WMV version if possible. 

Be sure to follow other troubleshooting recommendations I’ll share later 
as well. Video has always been a pain in a certain part of the human 
anatomy in conjunction with PowerPoint. It’s important to eliminate as 
many trouble-causing variables as possible for smooth operations.

Which Video 
Format?


