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Mind Mapping

When a topic or a problem has many moving parts, mind mapping
provides a method of visually organizing a problem space in order to
better understand it.

Mind mapping is a visual thinking tool that can help generate ideas and develop concepts when
the relationships among many pieces of related information are unclear. It provides a nonlinear
means of externalizing the information in our heads so that we can consolidate, interpret, commu-
nicate, store, and retrieve information. Because of its visual, diagrammatic nature, it is

a powerful mnemonic device, and can be used to promote understanding and enhance recall of

a problem space.

Because the way people think is rarely linear, and complicated problems do not follow a neat pattern
of steps that can be isolated from one another, mind maps reflect how we think through complexi-
ties of a given problem. As the map takes shape, it allows us to summarize and test assumptions,
make and break connections, and consider alternatives while we shape the data into meaningful
themes and patterns.

By limiting mind maps to one side of one sheet of paper, the process of freely mapping associations
should not feel overwhelming. To draw a mind map, follow the steps below:’

1. Identify a focus question to serve as the central theme and keep the mapping process from
straying off topic. Draw the subject in the center of a sheet of paper, and circle it.

2. Start drawing extensions outward from the center of the map, and label them with simple
verb-noun pairs or noun clusters. The closer a word or image is to the center, the more impor-
tance it takes on in your map. These are your primary connections.

3. Asthe spokes of primary connections are identified, each will reveal deeper, more granular
levels of secondary information. Connect primary and secondary connections with lines. It is
the connections of concepts that create meaning.

4. Continue this process of making free associations until all relevant pieces of information are
represented. As new information comes up, add it to the map.

5. Before declaring the map complete, stay with it for a while. The idea is to strengthen concepts
and their interconnections with hopes of creating new knowledge and understanding.

By providing people a means to visually represent their unique thinking patterns in a nonlinear,
visual way, researchers can better understand different ways that people prioritize and organize
information. After the map is complete, have the user explain the pieces of the map, and its mean-
ings. When mind mapping is used in this manner, it would fall under a “self-reporting” method, and
should be further vetted with additional observation-based research. Nonetheless, it can be used to
reveal basic, idiosyncratic patterns of thinking.?
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When used as a method of analysis and
sense-making, mind mapping allows us
to simultaneously identify the subject
of the map, relationships between

the components, and understand

the relative importance of the
information that is represented. The
ability to understand the boundaries,
and at the same time understand

the interconnecting parts within the
system, reflects our human capacity
for systems thinking at work.?

See also 08. Brainstorm Graphic Organizers « 14. Collage « 16. Concept Mapping

Use single words or simple noun clusters,
common symbols, hand-drawn images,
and group-related information with
starbursts or clouds. These visual cues
serve to transform the map to a
mnemonic device that can more readily
trigger recall of the information space.
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