Software Presentations

Basic Tips and Tricks

Introduction

As we make more use of technology, especially with CD-ROM demos, we may be stepping into unfamiliar territory.  This sheet gives some basic tips and tricks in preparing for and giving software demos.

Staging the machine

If we are using our own, a rental, or a school machine, we should always ensure that it is optimized for our software demo.  Following are some tips that may help:

Turn off any and all screen savers.  Originally, with the old monochrome monitors, screen savers were necessary to prevent text from burning itself into the screen.  However, with the advent of the VGA monitors it was no longer necessary.   Screen savers were then used for password protection (you can set a password) and for entertainment.  The problem with screensavers is that they are notorious for causing crashes, especially with presentation software, and they often appear at the least opportune moments.

Directions:  To turn off a screen saver select START, SETTINGS, CONTROL PANEL.  Double click on the blue DISPLAY icon.  Select SCREEN SAVER then click on the black arrow and select NONE.  Click on OK to save and exit.

Use the power cord with laptops.  Our Dell laptops have aggressive power saving features when they are using batteries.  While using the battery the Dells typically dim the screen, turn the hard drive off, and go into suspend mode.  The best way to avoid this is to use the power cord for all of your presentations.  If this is not an option you will want to turn all power saving features off during the demo.

Adjust the color palette if necessary.  Most of our software applications are optimized for 256 colors.  If we are running our CD-ROM application without a background PowerPoint presentation then we may wish to switch to 256 colors.  In addition, some older overhead projection units only show 256 colors and some older video cards run a little slower with more than 256 colors.  

The problem with the 256 color setting, however, is that it sometimes looks grainy.  In addition, if we are running a PowerPoint presentation in the background while showing a software application you may run out of colors.  If your PowerPoint uses 50 colors and our software application uses 256 then one or the other may loose colors and look washed out.  This will not happen if we use more than 256 colors (usually selecting 64k or 16 million colors will prevent this—if your software application will still work).  You will want to test your entire presentation on the demo machine prior to going live to see which will work best.

Directions:  To turn off a screen saver select START, SETTINGS, CONTROL PANEL.  Double click on the blue DISPLAY icon.  Select SETTINGS then click on the COLOR PALETTE.  Select HIGH COLOR (16 BIT) then click on OK to save and exit.

Adjust the screen size if necessary.  Our Dell laptops default for 800 x 600 resolution.  We can run our software on these screens but it may not cover the entire screen area.  However, there may be times when we need to set our display to 640x480 mode such as when we’re using the older Sharp projectors.

Directions:  To turn off a screen saver select START, SETTINGS, CONTROL PANEL.  Double click on the blue DISPLAY icon.  Select SETTINGS then move the control bar on DESKTOP AREA to 640x480 or to 800x600 when finished. Click on OK to save and exit.

Use the company or product graphic background.  There is no reason to use a standard Windows background when our own looks nicer, helps differentiate our presentation while further branding the company.

Directions:  First, make sure your company background graphics file is in the Windows directory (c:\windows).  Then select START, SETTINGS, CONTROL PANEL.  Double click on the blue DISPLAY icon.  Select BACKGROUND then choose the correct company background from the list (usually called “HRW background.bmp” or “HRW256.bmp” if you have elected to have a 256 color palette).

Delete unnecessary icons.  This is only applicable on a rental machine.  We will want to delete any icon from the desktop that is not used to demonstrate the software.  This will help prevent prospects from potentially messing up a trade show demo machine

Demo Tips

Persuasive format.  The nice thing about software is that the features do not need to be shown linearly (as is the trend with books).  This means it is very easy to give a presentation using the persuasive format (problem, solution, overcoming objections, visualization, step to actuate).  We can still show the teachers how they would use the software but it would be while explaining the ease of use features (i.e., “Notice how the software follows a format that looks similar to your books.  To set up your lesson…”).

Don’t tell about a feature—SHOW IT.  Too often in a software demo the feature is “explained” rather than shown.  If the product has pictures we should show them; if it has video then it should be shown; if it is easy to use then we must demonstrate it.  We should always show rather than just tell.  If we have a lot to explain (such as system requirements, positioning, etc.), then we should toggle (Alt-TAB on a Windows machine) to a PowerPoint slide to illustrate our points.

Choreograph our demos.  Choreography deals with substance and timing. Often the verbal description of a feature is completed before the item is selected.  Unfortunately, once the item is finally selected there remains a dead waiting space in the presentation as the software loads.  We should practice our demos well enough that we can prevent this from happening.  If we are going to show a feature that we know takes 10 seconds to pull up on the machine then we should click on it 10 seconds before we plan to explain it.

Smooth transitions.  The advantage of a well choreographed demo is that we can have smoother transitions.  If we pay special attention to a television scene transition we’ll notice that the sound for the next set often begins before the current scene ends.  This process allows the editor to perform a straight (and simple) scene cut without a sharp transition.  We should practice moving the screen ahead prior to finishing.  This procedure helps smooth the transition and also ensures a visual cue so we can continue describing the features without an awkward silence.

Demo scripts.  In order for sales and marketing associates to duplicate our software demos we should create a formal demo script.  This script should follow the persuasive format.  In addition, the script should have two columns with screen shots (whenever possible) with a “Do This” / “Say This” format.

Demo script acid test.  Aside from following the persuasive format, we can tell if a demo script is going to work by looking at the amount of text in the “Say This” column.  If there are more than a few sentences then there is probably too much being said versus what is shown—this violates the concept that we should “show” a demo, not “tell” one.  The fix is simple: either say less or show more.
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