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Better Breadcrumbs

Perhaps I am over-dramatizing the disorienting effect that the virtual
environment has on human beings. Maybe we always crave context and
want to see the roadmap of our journeys. Maybe it is not just when we are
on Zoom that we ask “where the hell am I, where am I going, and where
have I come from?”

Maybe, but maybe not. I think that we really do tend to lose our way
when we stare at those little Brady Bunch squares or when we have to
endure someone’s shared screen that seems to have no connection with
anything that we actually care about in life.

I am willing to risk a bit of over-reaction in the name of providing
members of our species with a quality we clearly value: the breadcrumbs of
our life. But here’s the deal I want to make with you: this chapter will not
try to convince you that it’s a good thing to provide a solid orientation for
the topic at hand. Instead, I want to geek out with you, because I think the
how is more interesting than the why.



The challenge
Feeding off of the first chapter, your virtual audience is likely to

encounter more distractions than your in-person ones. They are more
likely to try to do two things at once, and it is almost guaranteed that at
some point in your presentation, they will say to themselves, “okay, now
where were we?”

I want for my audiences to never have to say that.
That is an unrealistic goal, I know, but I don’t mind failing if the

reward is in the attempt, and in this case it clearly is. So here is the chal-
lenge that I put to myself, and by extension, to you:

“How can I make it as easy as possible for my audience members to always

know what we are talking about now, what we have already covered, and

what we are yet to cover?”

Answering that question is challenging. Trying and failing is noble,
because remember, the reward is in the attempt. Any steps you take to cre-
ate those breadcrumbs are better than taking no steps at all.

The background
This entire topic was inspired by ESPN’s SportsCenter and its quest to

tease you into watching just a bit more. There’s good stuff coming up soon.
Just stay with us through the commercial break.
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As you can see in the snapshot of the ESPN studio, the topic at hand is
the Denver Broncos and their 6-0 record against the Kansas City Chiefs.
Next comes a look at what makes the Broncos so good, then the daily In
Case You Missed It segment. You know which is the current topic because
it is bright while the others are dim.

I happen to think that ESPN does it backward—scrolling up the list
instead of down—and they don’t particularly care what topics they have
already covered, they just want you to stick around for the ones upcoming.
Nonetheless, the “what’s next” strategy is sound and worth your emulating
for your virtual presentations, where your audience members are as likely to
get up and wander off as readily as ESPN viewers.

The dilemma
All fine and well—how do you do it in PowerPoint? How do you cre-

ate slides that easily show you the current topic amid past and future top-
ics? How do you devise global formats that support that? How do you cre-
ate a layout that highlights one topic, dims the others, and then highlights
a different topic on the next slide?

Native PowerPoint does not have any provision for creating a layout
with dynamic content. You can create a layout with one highlighted topic,
and conceivably you could then create layouts with the other topics high-
lighted, but that defeats the purpose of a global formatting device. If you
are going to create separate layouts for each topic, you might as well just
create slides for that.

Therein lies the dilemma: you want a global formatting solution that
changes with each slide. The whole idea of a layout is to lock down a
design, not to accommodate constantly changing appearances.

If you concede that some part of this formatting must take place on
the slide, how can you maximize what role the layout plays and minimize
what content must be on the slide? That’s our quest.

The solutions
On the following page you will see a snapshot of me speaking on the

value of creating distance from your camera. It is the fifth topic in an hour-
long webinar on virtual presenting—sort of a microcosm of this book.
That topic, No Talking Heads!, is highlighted on the vertical list running
down the right side of the screen. It is bright white while the rest of the
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topics are dim. Soon, I will speak about gesturing, and at that point, I will
want that topic to turn bright and this one to go dim.

I show about 20 slides during this hour, and like any self-respecting
PowerPoint user, I have turned to its templating system to streamline the
formatting. I have created about a half-dozen layouts for various purposes,
including the main character of this little drama: the ten topics, all running
down the right side of the layout.

On the following page are two distinct approaches that could be taken
to address the formatting challenge. One has all of the text dimmed on the
layout, while the other has all of the text set bright. And as I have already
conceded, I can’t do it all at the global level; some of the formatting has to
be done locally. Absent some clever VBA programming, the layout is not
capable of dynamic brightening and dimming of the topics. The display of
the current topic must be done on the slide.
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You are here
This slide design reflects my belief that virtual audiences need more orientation.
They appreciate a roadmap that shows them from where we have come and
where we are going.



In order to use either of these layouts for the slide above, you have
three choices:

1. Using Layout 1, place a copy of bright text on the slide, directly
atop the dim text, to show the active topic.

2. Using Layout 2, place semi-transparent rectangles over all the
non-active topics to make them appear dim.

3. Using Layout 2, place an arrow or some other type of marker next
to the active topic.

I’m not wild about any of these, but I would choose Option 1 over 2
or 3. Granted, No. 1 requires that I duplicate the exact location of the
bright text atop the dim text. But I would prefer that over having to use
multiple dim rectangles to place atop non-active topics, or using a marker
or some sort, which could potentially encroach upon my content.

The super-geeky strategy
Ultimately, though, I choose Door No. 4, which requires the least

amount of slide work. It has its own drawback, which I share with you on
the following pages, but it is the most flexible approach, and employs a
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Not-quite-global layouts
Either of these layouts could help create these slides, but they can’t do all the work.
You will need to create your breadcrumbs on the slide.



little-known PowerPoint technique. Here are the official steps for my offi-
cial super-geeky strategy:

1. Create the perfect background: Design and create the ten topics. Do
this on a slide, not on a layout. Spend as much time as you need to in order
to get them as close to perfect as possible. Slide background color, typeface
of topics, size, color, spacing, everything.

One noteworthy point: do not use Format Background to set the
background color; instead, create a full-slide rectangle, choose its color, and
move it behind the other elements.

2. Export the slide: Select all elements, right-click, and choose Save as Pic-
ture from the context menu. Choose PNG as the file format (not JPG) so
the image will look as sharp as possible.

� The Save as Picture command creates higher

resolution images than the conventional Save As

command. But Save as Picture will not include

the background color—that is why you need to

create a rectangle to define the background.

3. Use that PNG as the layout background: Now head into Slide Master
view and go to (or create) the layout you want to use for your
breadcrumbs. From Format Background, choose Picture or Texture Fill,
click Insert to find that PNG file you saved. It should fill your entire slide
and look no different than if you had created all of those elements on the
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layout one by one. In fact, there is no point in showing you a screen image,
as it would be identical to the one on the previous page.

4. Finish the layout: Place any other elements you might want on this lay-
out: header, footer, logo, text placeholders, etc.

5. Dim the text: Draw a rectangle over all 10 topics and set its fill color to
be the same as the background color (use the eyedropper if you do not have
the color value handy, and then dial up about a 25% transparency.

Okay, so why are we doing all of this? If this image-as-background
trick looks the same as just building shapes and text boxes on the slide, why
bother with all this nonsense? You would be wise to wonder that, and it is
all so that we can set up the crucial sixth maneuver.

6. Create the active topic: Here is the coup de grâce. Leave Slide Master
view and return to the slide. Create a rectangle and size it to cover one of
the topics. From the Format Shape task pane, set the Fill pattern to be Slide
Background. In other words: take whatever is on the background at this
exact location and show it through this rectangle.

Light shining through
That is the secret sauce here, as it enables you to show the bright white

text through the rectangle. The transparent rectangle that you drew on the
layout is not part of the background; that is why all of the text shows up
dim on the slide...except for where you place the magic rectangle. That
rectangle effectively drills through the dim rectangle and pulls out the
bright text.
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Let’s say that you wanted to highlight the fourth topic, Creating slides
AND handouts. Draw a rectangle around the text; it will first appear with
the default fill color for shapes:

As soon as you change the fill from the solid color to the slide background,
you will see the magic happen:

Changing topics
With this technique, when you want to change topics on a subsequent

slide, all you do is copy this rectangle to that slide and then nudge it down
to the next topic. The previous topic will become dim and the now-current
one will become bright. No retyping, no resizing, none of that.

The one big caveat to this otherwise amazing hack is if you decide to
redesign the layout. Then you will have to revise the slide you created, save
it out, return to the layout, and re-insert the new image as its background.
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To prepare for the possibility that you might need to redesign the lay-
out (Murphy’s Law would identify it as a certainty), keep a hidden slide
stashed away in the deck with the current design of the layout.

Review
Let’s summarize what we did here:

� Used an image as the background for a layout

� Covered up the image with a semi-transparent dark shape, so it will
appear dim on the slide

� Created a shape on the slide with fill pattern set to Background

� That makes whatever is under it show up bright

� You can inspect, take apart, and reverse engineer this

technique by downloading image-as-

background.pptx from the download site. Further,

you can watch a video of this process by finding the

MP4 file of the same name or by using this QR code.
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