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Introduction

The Power of Visual Meetings

Do you wish you had a better way to run all the meetings you have? Do you wish you could not only be very productive but also have fun in the process? Is your organization putting pressure on people to be more innovative? These are some of the challenges people who run meetings are facing in the work world. These are some of the needs that gave rise to the practice of visual meetings, and to my desire to share the result of 38 years of running really great meetings all over the world.

 

But it’s not the only reason I chose to write this book. I’m very concerned about people seeming to be more polarized and disconnected, with civil discourse degrading in democracies and conflict and authoritarianism rising as tempting alternatives. I’m also concerned about pressures at work and in the classroom. Responding to the complexity and scale of changes in the economy and the environment is starting to outstrip our capabilities. Running our organization lean, with slim or no travel budgets, and less and less time for real dialogue and engagement is challenging the quality of communications. I think that what I am calling visual meetings is a direct response, as you will see as we go along.




What Is Visual Language & What Are Visual Meetings? 

Before going further it’s important for you to understand what I mean by visual meetings. For 35 years I’ve been participating in a creative upwelling in ways of communicating coming from Silicon Valley and the wider San Francisco Bay Area in California, now spreading worldwide. We visual practitioners have been inspired by how architects and designers work, and now with social media by how natural systems organize. Those of us supporting all these developments in organizations have been busy inventing new ways for people to work together. We know people can get a lot more accomplished when collaborating and working together than by themselves. Better tools and methods, while not sufficient without intention and motivation, do provide hopeful ways of facing rising levels of dynamism and change. I share a lot of these with you over the course of the chapters in this book. You’ll find a lot of them are very simple and powerful.
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Can We Support Being Smarter as Groups? 

Alan Briskin, a key leader in the Fetzer Institute’s Collective Wisdom Initiative and author of a book by that title, argued that what undermines our ability to work together and be open to our differences is finding that we are no longer able to handle the complexity of what we are facing. In the face of confusion, people at work, and people in meetings, retreat into simplistic explanations and intolerant positions of non-listening.

We visual practitioners have been inspired by how architects and designers work, and now with social media by how natural systems organize.
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Showing how visual language and visual listening can be a hopeful response to these kinds of problems is a key motivation for writing this book. As we will see, visualization is a powerful way to resolve confusions in groups that arise from inadequate or conflicting mental models. This is crucial when those models involve our ideas of how work gets done, how teams cooperate, how to make decisions, how to organize, and how to learn. A huge amount of time in meetings is spent working out these differences.

 

As you will hopefully come to appreciate, much of our understanding of systems and how things work together is represented by imagery, story, and metaphor animated by our experience. Upgrading our ways of thinking will require becoming conscious of all the ways we represent how we think about the world to ourselves and to others. Visual meetings have unusually productive properties in this regard in both providing a safe way to become conscious of our metaphors, and providing creative ways to cocreate new ones.




Power Tools for Effective Meetings 

While for many people meetings are a necessary pain, and often have a deserved bad reputation, running effective meetings is possible—and not just effective meetings, but meetings that break through to extraordinary results. There are some very accessible and very powerful tools available. Sharing those having to do with visualization is a primary goal of this book.

Natural Ability to Communicate Visually The most powerful of these tools is your natural ability to draw. Believe it or not, this capability is built right into your body. The kind of drawing I’m talking about is the kind we do when we gesture—simple, expressive movements. Can you even think about talking without making gestures? This is so natural people even gesture when they are on the phone! In fact gestures and painting pictures in the air develops in children before being articulate with spoken language. In this book you’ll learn how easy it is to translate this natural way of communicating to paper, and perhaps to tablet computers. All you need to do is learn a few tricks about holding markers and throwing lines around. And now that digital media is so supple with visual material, there is literally no barrier to returning to this tested and effective way of communicating.

 

Sticky Notes and Other Interactive Media The second set of power tools is interactive media. This is symbolized in the title of this book by “sticky notes,” those inventions of 3M now available from many suppliers in a huge range of colors, shapes, and sizes. Sticky notes are cousins of image cards, mind mapping software, and other kinds of media you can move around like little blocks. Working with little chunks of information that can be combined and recombined is what movie and video designers do with little sketches—creating storyboards of possibility. Well, it’s possible to work this way across a wide range of meetings with lots of other purposes than design. Humans love to interact, and letting people get their hands right on information is a direct path to high engagement.

 

Idea Mapping I’m calling a third set of tools “idea mapping.” By that I mean using visual metaphors embedded in graphic templates and worksheets that allow groups to think visually. Inventors have always fiddled around with diagrams and drawings in their journals, and engineers and designers work on whiteboards and drawing tablets. But you don’t have to be an engineer or designer to benefit from the power of idea mapping. It’s a flexible approach that goes all the way from working on blank paper to well-structured graphic templates and software that help groups visualize what they are thinking and planning.
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The Powers of Visual Meetings 

My confidence in this way of working is rooted in three phenomena that I have experienced since the first time that I picked up magic markers and began facilitating groups visually.

1. Participation: Engagement explodes in meetings when people are listened to and acknowledged by having what they say recorded in an interactive, graphic way.
2. Big Picture Thinking: Groups get much smarter when they can think in big picture formats that allow for comparison, pattern finding, and idea mapping.
3. Group Memory: Creating memorable media greatly increases group memory and followthrough—a key to group productivity.
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Since these are some of the reasons visualization has long roots in design communities, you may wonder why there is a visualization revolution going on now in business. I think there are several reasons. One is rooted in the tools themselves.

 

For the last few decades a lot of energy has been absorbed learning to use new computing tools that for quite a while were very clumsy with visual material. Now they aren’t! A set of breakthroughs began when desktop and personal computers made graphic production easy. Design tools—draw programs, paint programs, layout software, graphics on spreadsheets, and presentation software—became available for all kinds of workers, not just designers.

 

Laser printers then gave all these tools high quality output and now many of these produce color. Digital cameras made it possible to capture and share hand drawn charts and visual material electronically. Wonderfully flexible tablets and even touch screen walls now allow for hands-on interaction with imagery. I think the iPad is the speartip of the visualization revolution on the tools side.




Responding to Drivers of Change 

A second reason for the acceleration of interest in visual meetings is the rising need and in many cases demands for more interesting and productive meetings. I made a list of the drivers of change I encounter with my clients. Look at the list to the right on this page and check off the ones that you are experiencing.

 

In writing this book I assumed that a lot of people are facing these pressures and are not professional facilitators, but need to run effective meetings nonetheless. You might be a team leader or first-line manager wanting well-run staff and project meetings. Or you might be an HR generalist or trainer responsible for people development. I imagined salespeople who are under pressure to sell solutions and create lasting relationships and have many small and larger meetings in connection with the sales process. I was thinking of functional managers who are responsible for budgets, alignment, and quality. I was also thinking about those in government and nonprofit organizations who are working to respond to social needs and community concerns. I also believe teachers would be able to use the approaches I describe.

 

If you think about how much time and effort gets tied up in meetings you will begin to appreciate how much value can come from running them more effectively. If you can tap everyone’s innovation and creativity at the same time I guarantee you will be perceived as a real winner in your organization.




The Power of Visual Language 

Learning effective tools and applying them to visual meetings is one thread that runs through this book. The other involves visual language, and the impact it has on your own brain when you begin to think and work this way. All during the last 38 years I and a growing network of visual practitioners have been exploring the “wetware” side of visual language—meaning how it works with cognition and thinking, in the brains of participants in meetings, and in our lives as practitioners. We’ve used large paper and magic markers for most of this exploration, waiting for the technical and research communities to catch on. Well, they finally have. Researchers on learning and cognitive intelligence now know humans process information very differently, and that visual thinking is a large part of what we do. It seems our brains are massively evolved to process visual information—some claim up to 80% of our brain cells are involved.

DRIVERS OF CHANGE

• Everyone is having to work leaner and quicker.
• Many teams and organizations have to work across function, geography, and cultural boundaries and can’t meet face-to-face.
• There is a lot more information and it is harder to get people to make sense out of it.
• Pressure to get results makes alignment and followthrough from meetings critically important.
• Many problems are systems level challenges, that require groups be able to think big picture, over longer periods of time.
• Rapid change requires everyone to upgrade their mental models of how things work on a frequent basis.
• Attracting and retaining good workers is increasingly a core challenge, especially as boomers retire.
• Increasing complexity and speed of events accelerates impatience and resistance to accepting differences and change.



 Visual Meetings are for:

Team leaders  
HR generalists  
Line managers  
Salespeople  
Consultants  
Teachers  
Trainers  
Volunteers  
Club leaders  
Professionals  
&  
Anyone else who likes  
to be creative with  
groups



Bob Horn, a good friend and tracker of this phenomenon, wrote a book in the 1990s called Visual Language. In it he describes visual language as a “tight integration of text and graphics.” This is a relatively recent development, he observes. Historically, text handled words and illustrations handled pictures. But information graphics, maps, and the kind of murals we visual practitioners are creating are of a different order. Increasingly, this integration is showing up in multimedia work on the Internet, in games, and modern advertising and signage. Visual language is directly tackling the issues of synergy and integration of what we know across text and graphics. And this takes thinking to a whole new level.




Visualization Addresses Important Issues 

There are certain properties of working with images and graphic metaphor that, in my experience, directly address a number of important issues involving our awareness and thinking:• Visual recording in a meeting immediately acknowledges that someone was heard and  how they were heard in ways that verbal communication alone does not.
• Working visually is deeply integrative—it combines both visual (right brain) and verbal (left brain) ways of operating with interaction and physical movement.
• Graphic displays can contain contradictory information on the same sheet of paper, softening the either/or thinking that our spoken language reinforces.
• Working with graphic metaphors allows people to talk directly about how they are making sense of things. 
• Working with visual imagery taps people’s imaginal realms, making the stuff of hopes and dreams, intentions, and visions more accessible.
• Arranging information on journal pages or wall displays addresses not only the individual words and symbols, but also their overall interconnection and organization.
• Translating from spoken word to visual representation forces everyone to become conscious of the patterns in both.
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With the rising amount of visual media that all of us consume now, and the extent to which our screen, book, magazine, and movie interactions are mediated by visuals, it is surprising one would even have to make the argument that visual meetings are more effective. But as much media as we consume, we are just at the start of understanding how to use it interactively, like we do spoken language. I hope this book raises your awareness of how much opportunity there is in this new development.




Organization of Visual Meetings 

The spark for this book came from an editor at Wiley & Sons, Richard Narramore, who sought me out and wondered if I could do a book on visual thinking for groups. He felt that Dan Roam’s Back of the Napkin does a marvelous job of arguing for using simple visuals for problem solving and strategy. Nancy Duarte’s Slideology illustrates all the ways we can use presentation software in effective ways. But where was a book for teams and meetings? Richard knew that I and my company, The Grove Consultants International, have been pioneering graphic facilitation and visual thinking for groups since the mid-1970s. In fact, we’ve been central in creating a field of practice for this work. Many of our trainees and colleagues have created businesses conducting visual meetings.

Visual language is emerging as any other language does by people creating it and speaking it... it is being born of people’s need, worldwide, to deal with complex ideas that are difficult to express in text alone.

Bob Horn
 Visual Language

Over the years I’ve written many books for professional practitioners on this subject. Richard wanted to know if I was willing to share this way of working with a much wider audience. I welcomed the invitation,  for, now more than ever, I think the world of work needs innovation and renewal to cope with the enormity of challenges we all face.
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GROUP LEARNING PROCESS

This model will be explained in more detail in Chapter One. It reflects a deeply embedded pattern of how a person or group learns about what they need to do together.






Part I—Just Imagine! 

This book presents the core ideas and practices involved in Visual Meetings following a progression that mirrors how people actually work in the process of moving from ideas to action. It’s reflected in the little diagram on the cover of the book—the progression of IMAGINING, ENGAGING, THINKING, and ENACTING. The sections of this book match this progression, each one summing up with a section on how to pull it all together.

 

To get full value from this book it will help to begin with your own imagination and an overview of what you could accomplish if you began to run visual meetings. I will argue that a person’s point of view—or, in popular language, where we are coming from—colors everything one learns and perceives. Learning begins with the spark of intention. Part I—Just Imagine: Power Tools in the Visualization Revolution, will help you imagine what you might do. It begins with a story of how Apple and others have used visualization in meetings. It will also bring together my and The Grove’s experience in teaching people to access their inborn ability to draw the simple drawings used to support visual listening.

 

If you are convinced by my argument that everybody already knows graphic language, much of the rest of the book will be like having a basket of presents to open. Interestingly, many people confuse graphics with realistic drawing, and decide early that they can’t draw well and aren’t going to using drawing for communication. But graphics for visual meetings are a completely different kind of thing, and rely on simple images that anyone can produce with a few tips. We’ve trained thousands and know this for sure. I’ll show you some easy ways to get started with your own note taking and with small groups.




Part II—Engaging Groups Visually 

Once you can imagine visual meetings being possible, you and your groups’ next step will be to immerse yourself in the subject. Engagement is all about participation. With a book this will mean doing some of the exercises suggested in the little side boxes with colored bars on top. With groups it means learning to invite participation all the way along. I don’t believe that people are open, receptive brains like some basketball hoop we can throw your well-designed communications through. People are full of their own ideas and interests, and reluctant to change. Thus the art of engaging begins with listening and establishing a connection and rapport. The way interactive visualizing does this is truly remarkable. Understanding this is the focus of Part II—Building Rapport and Engaging Groups: Why Visual Listening Is so Compelling (and Easy!). In this section we look closely at interactive note taking and media you can use right away, such as sticky notes. I also share how wonderful this way of working is in building rapport during a sales situation.




Part III—Graphics for Visual Thinking 

With full engagement, you and your groups will want to get to work making sense of things and finding relevant patterns of understanding in all the information you generate. Part III is titled  Graphics for Visual Thinking: Mapping Ideas and Finding Key Patterns. It describes where working visually can support real breakthroughs in insight and understanding. I make the case that to think about anything that has a lot of parts that connect with each other you have to visualize in some form to understand the larger pattern. This is called “systems thinking” in some quarters. Peter Senge argues that this is the fifth discipline of a real learning organization, and named his book on learning organizations after this skill (The Fifth Discipline). Planning, mind mapping, design, and training all benefit from groups understanding big pictures. I show you how you can get those effects without having to be a professional facilitator. There are some tools involved, but they are readily available. You’ll also discover that the real power in this step of any process is having your groups cocreate their own understanding of things. The act of mapping and diagramming is itself a kind of thinking, and the quality of the visuals is not nearly as important as going through the construction process. These practices also reflect new research showing that people are much more apt to accept and implement ideas that come from within their group than ones imposed from the outside—even by experts.

Interactive visualizing is truly remarkable in the way it engages people who see their ideas drawn out as they speak.
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Part IV—Graphics for Enacting Plans 

The move from ideas to action is critical if you are going to get results from meetings. Part IV—Graphics for Enacting Plans: Visuals for Teams, Projects, and Getting Results will show you how to use visual meetings to launch teams, make decisions, track and guide progress on projects, and lead change processes. There are many easily learnable tools that make a big difference in all the regular work that you have to do. We’ve found that the act of creating roadmaps, Grove Storymaps®, prototypes, and other visualizations showing who will do what, when, actually allows groups to rehearse actions. Visualizing and sharing action plans becomes a step in the critical process of moving from thinking to action.
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Part V—Seeing It All Come Together 

The final section, called Seeing it All Come Together: Tools for the Seriously Hooked, directly addresses the well-worn paths to competency for a visual practitioner. I share some of my current visions about where all this is headed in the context of digital media and the Internet. The book concludes with a review of the resources mentioned in the text that are available if you want to learn more. This includes an annotated guide to some of the websites that are loaded with additional information and ideas.




My Hope and Dream 

I have had so much fun and success running visual meetings over the years, that it is my hope and dream that people can reclaim some of this natural and universally appreciated way of communicating. I’ve been struck over the years how fascinated people are with hand drawn imagery, even very simple drawings. And this fascination seems to cross age differences and cultures.

 

Some cultures have visual thinking embedded in their core language. The characters that are used in Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and many other Asian languages began as little pictures created so that people could talk across the barriers of different spoken dialects. In some ways The Grove and its network of visual practitioners have been recreating a modern kind of kanji for organizational work. But unlike kanji, graphic language of the sort described in this book is an intentional integration of text and image. In today’s world, words and images coexist in the same visual frameworks whether they are graphics, sticky note displays, or idea maps. This is a development very much supported and amplified by the multimedia communication we are all learning to appreciate.

 

My dream is that you, in reading this book, will be able to look past gee-whiz technologies to the simple, powerful methods that humans with simple tools can use to work visually. For many, it is a truly eye-opening experience to realize that creativity and productivity are not polar choices, but partners in a new and playful way of working. It is also a very hopeful experience to see people learn to cooperate across differences because they have learned to listen to each other, cooperatively explore their meaningful metaphors, and come to images of success that operate at a new level of integration and complexity.

 

If you have ever felt a twinge of remorse at having to give up all that creative expression you experienced as a young child, you will be delighted to discover that not only is it reclaimable, but also it can help you access some of the most powerful meeting methods available.
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I: Just Imagine

What if Meetings Were Really Fun AND Productive?
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I: Just Imagine

This section provides a high-level overview of visual meetings, so that you can imagine all the different ways they can work for you, and how you can start successfully. Themes begun here reappear in later chapters that begin to explain some of the ways you can build on these fundamentals.

 

Chapter 1: Visualization Is Worth 80 IQ Points Stories of inventing visual strategies at Apple Computer for agenda management, histories, visions, dialogue support; why point of view is so important; overview of the learning cycle and how visuals support each step; International Forum of Visual Practitioners as a mirror of what is possible.

 

Chapter 2: Everybody Knows Graphic Language Graphics as an outgrowth of gestural communication; how to begin playing around with graphics; exercises to unlock your ability to draw; how to hang paper; basic shapes and pictographs; thinking about basic formats.

 

Chapter 3: Four Easy Ways to Get Started Visualizing for your personal note taking and thinking; working with flip charts and napkins in informal situations; using simple graphic templates; getting others to do the drawing.






1. Visualization Is Worth 80 IQ Points

Tapping Energy, Intelligence, & Creativity

Let’s start understanding visual meetings by imagining what is possible when you use active visualization with groups, through the lens of a real story about one of the more creative companies in our times—Apple. I was part of a team that designed and led the Leadership Experience, a flagship program of the fledgling Apple University, in 1985. Inspired by the graphical nature of Apple’s products, we applied many strategies you can easily repeat.




The Apple Leadership Expeditions 

One warm afternoon in the summer of that year, some 35 young leaders from what was then called Apple Computer piled off buses at Pajaro Dunes, a conference and condo site on the coast of California south of Silicon Valley. “The Journey is the Reward,” read their T-shirts. Guides were dressed in mountain gear. Inside the rustic main building at Pajaro participants found a basically empty room, two huge piles of furniture draped with white nylon parachutes to look a bit like mountains, and a wall of nine screens. Everyone was invited to sit on the floor and wait in the semidarkness. Their weeklong Leadership Expedition was about to begin. IBM’s PC business was exploding. Apple was entering the fray with the first really graphic computers and they needed their middle managers to take risks and act like leaders. We were focused on having them visualize this possibility, and worked to have the whole meeting communicate this intention.

 

The nine screens suddenly flashed into life as chest-rocking Dolby sound carried the booming voice of Jim Whittaker, first American to climb K2 (the second tallest mountain in the world) and leader of the first team to include women. “This is the story of our historic climb,” he began over the pulsing sound, now carrying music themes that would transport us to another world high above Nepal. For 15 minutes the multimedia show focused on the theme of the week—that leadership was an expedition, a team event, and required initiative and daring and creativity.
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Our design team had worked for weeks with Dorothy Largay and the internal Apple HR team getting ready for this event. We knew, given the creativity, drive, and youth of Apple, that this gathering needed to be unique, and challenge them to the limits of their abilities. It all hinged on a premise, that their perspective on life at work needed to shift from delivering well on orders and requests to getting out front and leading into the unknowns of a new market. We had to shift their internal mental models—their point of view.

 

Renaming the Leadership Experience the Leadership Expedition and starting with the expedition story of K2 was just the beginning. We reinforced this “frame” with a physical and visual environment that painted a picture of possibility all through the week. We appreciated that theater has long employed imagery and visualization of this sort to move people into new frames of mind. It was in this spirit that after the opening show we said, “Under the parachutes is furniture. Your first task is to create your own base camp right here in the meeting room.”
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Group Graphics 

I was on the Apple team because I had been building a new company around a very different, visual way of facilitating meetings called “Group Graphics.” It was a way of working interactively with visual communication inspired by the way architects and designers work in design sessions, but applied to ordinary meetings. Since 1972 when I first began working this way, I had immersed myself in the power of visualization to transform thinking and group process. I experimented with every possible way interactive imagery could be used by groups in the playful, flexible way that spoken language works.

 

I couldn’t have been more thrilled than to be asked to work on the Apple project by Ranny Riley, the lead consultant. I was the one who led the creation of the visual environment. I also  graphically facilitated the design team, the open, interactive sessions with participants, and helped keep everyone oriented with graphic agendas, simple frames of reference for our sessions, and some key visioning activities that would be key anchor points for participants. Let’s continue the story with special attention to these elements.




Graphical User Interfaces for Meetings 

I was animated by the idea of building a “graphical user interface” for the workshop that was as accessible and compelling as the one Apple was developing for the computer. The things we ended up doing functioned like the frames on a work of visual art. They pointed the viewer toward appropriate ways to understand what was going on, but didn’t fill in the picture. In some cases these frames were metaphors and in others actual graphic templates and frameworks. As much as possible we wanted the participants to do physical and graphical things themselves to anchor the ideas in real experiences.

 

By having the group itself create its own base camp we got engagement early. (Part II in this book expands on this kind of idea with other suggestions.) As soon as “camp” was set up, and everyone had a chance to eat some dinner, Ranny came forward to orient them to the week, using a giant graphic agenda I had created on the wall of the meeting room. It involved using simple masking tape to create a mountain range, with little posters for our different days and events illustrating different camps along the climb. These all led to the summit, where we spelled out the overarching goal of the expedition—to create a leadership culture capable of “Getting Extraordinary Things Done at Apple.” The graphics on the big agenda matched the graphic agenda handout.

 

The opening orientation was only the beginning of what we created to sustain the visual support of the Leadership Expedition. Some of the other visual features built in included:• Visualizing career histories
• Graphic recording of discussions
• Quick sessions on how to draw on flip charts
• Preparation of visions for each participant’s team back home
• Presentation and critique of team visions
• Creation of a slide show of the event as a concluding experience



GRAPHIC AGENDAS

At the Apple Leadership Experience we created a huge agenda right on the wall using masking tape and small posters for each day that looked like a mountain climb.
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PEAK & VALLEY DRAWINGS
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1. Begin by drawing a line across a piece of paper, and marking off the years.
2. Using your intuition, begin when you started work and draw the ups and downs in your career.
3. Go back and label the peaks and valleys.
4. Share this with a partner and discuss your insights.


None of these strategies required particular skill in drawing, but all engaged the participants in using imagery in ways that appropriately focused their attention. How is it that simple imagery and metaphors have such an impact? Let’s zoom in and see how this works.




Peak and Valley Drawings 

On day two of the Apple Leadership Expedition we invited all the participants to take a different point of view on their own careers. We asked them to use a simple graphic format called a “peak and valley diagram” as each one mapped out his or her career. The exercise involved drawing a line across a piece of paper, and then intuitively making a horizon line that represented the ups and downs in his or her life, and labeling the peaks and valleys. (See the steps-at-a-glance practice on this page.) It didn’t take any graphic talent at all. We asked people to share these drawings as they told the stories of their careers in pairs. I still remember Jean Louis Gassee, the debonair Frenchman who headed Apple’s marketing function, sitting on the front porch of the Pajaro Dune building next to Debbie Coleman, the brilliant, T-shirt-wearing, in-your-face CFO of Apple, and sharing their drawings. In spite of what looked like polar personal styles, the experience left them as allies during much of the rest of their tenure.

We conducted this graphic history exercise in all the eight subsequent Leadership Expeditions I helped facilitate, and the dozens more run by the Apple team that we trained to take over the process. Invariably people experienced a cascade of insights and connections. We became very used to having people discover that the down periods, or challenges, were often directly related to the up, or peak periods. And I was always fascinated by how the simple shift in perspective from a linear story to the peak and valley story is what sparked these insights. By changing the graphic framework we shifted the point of view! This is a very good example, in addition, of how visual language can resolve seeming contradictions—like seeing the ups and downs of our life as unconnected separate events. Drawing out a lifeline as a peak and valley diagram makes it very clear that life is a flow of events that are deeply interconnected. Take some time to do it yourself!




Vision Stories 

The crux of the Leadership Expedition was having all the participants create a vision for their own team that they would commit to sharing after the offsite. The process involved:1. Listening to Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech for inspiration, and identifying the characteristics of a compelling vision.
2. Writing out their own vision for their team, by imagining it was a movie, and creating a storyboard of the main points.
3. Providing a quick training in the evening on how to draw on flip charts—simple pictographs like those that are shared in the next chapter.
4. Asking each person to deliver the vision, using flip charts for support if they wanted, to a small group that would pretend to be their team.
5. Inviting feedback from the “crossfire” team to improve the vision by sharing what was most compelling, and where it seemed to be lacking conviction.
6. Tape recording each of the vision presentations and having the participants leave with these.


I was always fascinated by how the simple shift in perspective from a linear story to the peak and valley story is what sparked these insights.



FIRST DRAWING OF THE WEB

This first drawing of the Internet is an example of diagrammatic thinking, where parts are connected in a spatial array. Even simple systems require visualization if we want to understand how they work.
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Creating a Shared Frame of Reference 

Throughout the Leadership Expedition we invited special quests that were unusually good at story telling and painting a picture of possibilities. The catalytic one was an opening presentation by Alan Kay, a pioneering thinker from Atari, Xerox, and now Apple who conceptualized the first laptop personal computer, the DynaBook. Alan was a living example of the kind of leader we hoped the Apple participants might aspire to be. His views on the power of imagery and visual thinking in human performance were in fact directly shaping Apple’s future in his role as an Apple Fellow. As a trained molecular biologist, accomplished musician, and serious inventor his range and creativity were exceptional. He had everyone’s attention. We also knew that in this event (as in this book) everyone needed to have some sense of possibility and purpose for all the experiences we had arranged to really yield any result.

 

“We haven’t come close to the kind of systems we are going to build,” Alan began right off. He described the modern computer as an amplifier, working directly through kits of tools and indirectly through agents and networks. (This was way before social networking.) “It’s an architecture where the illusion of the viewer can be directly manipulated.”




We Live in a Hallucination 

“We all live inside a hallucination of our own devising,” Alan claimed. He explained that we project what we know onto what we are observing. It is a “dream that is constantly being recreated.” Because of this, he concluded, “Point of view is worth 80 IQ points.” By that he meant that the  way you view something (and he meant literally “see”) directly impacts how much information and insight you obtain, and how smart you can be, to a very large extent—symbolized by the 80 IQ points. I’m pretty sure Alan was using the 80 IQ points as a symbol for intelligence and not trying to assert that IQ tests are a true measure of all the different kinds of intelligence we now know are possible. But is it true that visualization makes you smarter, and potentially can make groups smarter? My experience and study says yes.




Our Point of View and Task Orientation Guide Visual Thinking 

Colin Ware’s work at the Data Vizualization Research Lab at the University of New Hampshire reinforces Kay’s premise. Ware and his colleagues have developed an “eye tracker” that fits over the head and allows the research team to see precisely how subjects are detecting patterns in a complex field of information. They present an array of dozens of dots representing Fortune 500 companies. The task is to find which are connected with board of director members serving on both boards. Clicking on a dot reveals the names of the board members. In a more advanced task the participant is asked who in the transportation sector is best connected to those in the finance sector.

 

What Ware and his team discovered was that everyone went through a common process guided by the task they were given (that very much follows the process of this book).1. They started by imagining the problem to solve, the task, and getting that clear.
2. They made visual queries to explore the pattern.
3. They stored chunks of information.
4. They then found patterns in the links.


They discovered that people could only hold 2 or 3 chunks of information in visual memory at a time, so they had to query and search a lot. (This is why having actual working displays is so helpful in visual thinking.) Subjects were generally moving about three eye movements per second. Success in pattern finding was the result of connecting their top down task orientation with the bottom up stimulus from the visual searching around.

Point of view is worth 80 IQ Points.

Alan Kay

  Ware is convinced that our task orientation literally drives the way we look at things. In this process we scale up through the layers of our cortex, searching for the patterns that connect. The first level of pattern finding is recognition of the basic visual material as vertical, horizontal, diagonal lines, or dots. A second level is seeing contours and lines, looking for boundaries and similarities. We look at both line and form. We then assess whether those patterns relate to our task focus and maybe at higher levels begin to make value judgements about value and such.

Our task orientation (read point of view) literally drives the way we look at things. In many ways we see what we are looking for.



 

Ware’s research reinforces my experiences in meetings. In many ways we see what we are looking for. People begin with the purpose and outcomes, either explicitly or in their own imagination, then move to exploration and making probes to figure things out. In the visual space this involves scanning. As we store different chunks of information and cluster them we begin to see patterns, and when we find patterns we can then move to actions.




Visualization Makes Groups Smarter 

The importance of perspective and point of view applies to groups and meetings. If participants share a common purpose they work more effectively. If groups are able to see different patterns in their thinking they get smarter. If they can remember the ideas they come up with they get more productive.

 

The little visual model on the front of this book illustrates the process by which groups move from imagining what is possible to taking action. Some would call this a cycle of learning. It is  also, as Ware’s research shows, a pattern of how we think visually. Each step involves visualization. Let’s look at them one by one to appreciate what is possible at each step.




Meetings Start in Our Imagination 

The first step in any learning process in a group is having some spark of purpose. This is an event that happens in the imagination. When people join a meeting they are always trying to imagine what it is supposed to be about. This process starts before the meeting, and is supported by e-mails and other communications. It is the part of the process where people are crafting a personal story about the potential of the gathering, and probably imagining how much they want to invest. What we imagine our task to be frames our perceptions.
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It really helps to provide a way for people to have this conversation with themselves, and appropriate imagery invites this. It provides a visual space into which everyone can project the purpose of a meeting—especially in these busy times. If people are confused or can’t imagine much that is productive going on it is much harder to have a productive meeting.

 

Imagining purpose happens in the privacy of your imagination. There you are pretty free to imagine almost anything, using pictures, words, feelings, or combinations. Our brains are like miniature holodecks, capable of very rich representations. They are limited by our life experiences and exposures, but the fact that we can recombine memories and create new patterns that are wholly imaginary doesn’t make this much of a limitation.

 

In my experience, visualizing meeting purposes and objectives is one of the most helpful things you can do to make a meeting work. And getting people involved early in talking about expectations and hoped-for outcomes is even more effective. Because people are free to imagine whatever they want and often do, this investment is the first step in focusing group intelligence. You can’t control thinking, but can guide it. That is why connecting with your own experiences of visual meetings, and using real stories and pictures as catalysts for your imagination, is so important. If you think back to the Apple story, the room setup, graphic agenda, and other visuals all provided a frame for people’s imaginations.

LEARNING CYCLE

Groups and individuals move through a predictable cycle of learning when working on new ideas. It begins in the imagination with intention and task focus, moves to exploration and engagement, then thinking and pattern finding, and finally decisions to move to action and application These steps integrate the intuition, feeling, thinking, and sensing parts of our perception.
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VISUALIZING THE PURPOSE OF MEETINGS

It’s amazing how important simple visualizations can be to support people in understanding the purpose of a meeting. Here are some examples of the types of things you might do.

1. Put a poster with a catchy title and simple graphic out in the hall so people start getting excited about the meeting even before they come into the room.
2. Have people sign in graphically on a large sheet of paper and indicate what they consider to be a hot issue or a pressing question related to the meeting.
3. Illustrate the name of your meeting in a big banner and have it be a presence during the meeting. Ideally the name would point toward the purpose of the event.
4. Graphically illustrate your agenda and keep it posted, so everyone can support staying on schedule.
5. Create a graphic scoreboard of the results you are hoping to achieve the following year and have it posted up high in the room all during your planning meeting.


I remember one of my colleagues telling me how she would prepare for a meeting by creating a very abstract pattern with chalks while thinking about the purpose of the gathering she was leading. She would then share this with people at the very start of the meeting, and ask everyone to share what they saw in the picture. Amazing things would come up right from the beginning.

 

Another colleague and I began a meeting with some generals in the U.S. Army by scattering a variety of interesting photographs around on the floor and asking everyone to pick one that appealed, for whatever reason. Then the meeting began with us standing in a circle and introducing ourselves and sharing what we associated with the image. Again the meeting came alive immediately as people shared things about themselves that couldn’t possibly have been anticipated. Our imagination and in fact our consciousness is at some level a great mystery, and often connected with many more things that we are aware of. Simple imagery can pull this out.




Then We Engage and Explore 

The tangible part of meetings starts when people actually engage with each other, and whatever it is they are gathering to work on. This involves playing around and exploring new information and ideas. In fact no one can make connections and see patterns until he or she has some chunks of information to work with!
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This is why so many meetings begin with presentations and overviews to bring everyone up to a similar level of familiarity with the topic. But people’s minds are not passive. To think creatively and productively everyone needs to be engaged with more than information. By this I mean paying attention, feeling excited, and actually participating in sharing information, observations, and whatever else is needed. Movement and direct involvement are all part of this stage.

 

John Dewey, one of America’s most challenging education theorists, believed that discovery-based education would yield the most learning. I spent eight years designing and leading discovery-based learning programs for young leaders in public affairs, and came to believe the same thing.

 

You can count on having participation and engagement shoot up in a meeting as soon as you begin to let people talk and express themselves, and demonstrate that you are actually listening by writing and drawing what people are saying on large sheets of paper. This kind of graphic note taking is becoming widespread because it so predictably has this effect. I am convinced that it is not the quality of the drawing or writing that has the power, but the experience of being listened to. I suspect people are far more starved for acknowledgment than they let on. If you grasp this idea you will have connected with one of the most important ideas in this book.

 

My first book on this subject was titled I See What You Mean! A Workbook Guide to Group Graphics.  This common phrase expresses the feeling that people associate with making sense of things visually—of connecting, engaging, and getting involved. It’s the most important result you can achieve in the early stages of a group or team.

You can count of having a sense of participation and engagement shoot up in a meeting as soon as you begin listening to the people, especially if you write out and draw what people are saying.
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A Lot of Thinking Is Visual Pattern Finding 

When people feel like they have enough information to work with they begin focusing on finding key patterns relating to whatever purpose they came in with. Some might call this the analysis or sense-making stage. Thinking is a process of finding connections that explain things, solving problems, revealing a design, or setting the criteria for decisions. How many meetings have you been in when people say during a round of expectation gathering, “let’s think out of the box.” The boxes in our minds are the ruts we get in from looking at information the same way all the time. You will discover as you begin to work with visual meetings, that display making, mapping, diagramming, and graphic recording all shift what we can see and can’t see in different ways. Without these tools groups are very handicapped in thinking about anything that is very complex.
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There is a simple experiment you can do to appreciate how much visual patterns affect how well we can think. On the following page I describe a bean experiment that you can try yourself. It involves seeing how many beans you can count given a very short period to look at a plate full of them. Most people can’t be accurate beyond 6 to 7 beans unless they are organized in visual patterns. It should convince you that organizing information on displays is a necessary and powerful tool for thinking about anything more complex than 2 to 3 points.

 

I am convinced from my own experience that it is impossible to do what is called “systems thinking” without visualization. Chapter 10 explores this in depth. For now think about it in a common sense sort of way. When you want to understand anything you can’t experience all in one moment, say how a restaurant actually works, or how to improve your business, or solving a marketing problem, then you need to be able to connect different pieces of information experienced  at different times. If you want to think about how things connect and are related you will have to make some kind of display. It may be completely between your ears, in your imagination, but if you want to share it and have a whole group share the same idea, you will end up making some kind of visual display.

 

This idea seems so obvious to me now I sometimes have trouble understanding why people think that listening to presentation after presentation is a skillful way to learn. I would much rather engage people in cocreating a display where they find their own patterns in the information. That kind of learning sticks. That is what visual thinking is all about. This is why teachers work through ideas step by step on blackboards!




Taking Vision to Action 

The bottom line for most meetings is having them contribute to making progress and getting results! Visualization becomes important at this step as a guide to seeing how actions play out over time. Roadmaps, game plans, dashboards, progress maps, and cases are all examples of visualization that reflect action over time, and help us think about implementation. I think enacting through visualization is tapping the power of simulation—I was always fascinated by how the simple shift in perspective from a linear story to the peak and valley story is what sparked these insights “conceptual prototyping.” The tools and techniques for this kind of visualizing are also not about drawing ability, but about the process of creating the maps and diagrams. At the point a group is ready to swing into action, if they participate in designing action plans, the chances of having team ownership and followthrough are many times greater than if they are handed assignments. Chapters 15 through 20 will share the visual tools for decision making, project management, action planning, and other forms of enactment.
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BEAN COUNTING EXPERIMENT

Conduct a simple experiment with a plate of beans to see how the human brain handles complexity.

1. Put four or five beans at random on the plate and hold it high so a partner can’t see how many are on the plate.
2. Then lower it and raise it quickly, giving your partner only a glance at the plate. At 4 to 5 beans everyone will immediately know how many beans.
3. Now put 8 or 9 on the plate and you will see some variation. Some will say 7. Some will say 8, and so on. Our brains cannot process more than about 6 or 7 bits of information at a time.
4. Now organize the beans in clusters, say, of four each. You can put 16 or 20 on the plate and your partner will know at a glance. This characteristic of our visual perception is behind the practice of keeping outlines and categories to 5 to 7 at each level).
[image: 025]



VISUAL TOOLS FOR TRACKING PROGRESS

• Task lists
• Process Diagrams
• Graphic Gameplans
• Roadmaps
• Journey Charts
• Dashboards
• Graphic KPIs (Key Performance Indicators)
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When you work with visuals the charts provide a way of tracking progress. I remember an engineer from Bechtel Corporation who was in one of our graphic facilitation workshops and had the experience of making a simple graphic action plan for a project, much like the one illustrated on this page. He got so excited he went back to his company, and every week would photocopy his little drawing and use a highlighter to show which parts had been accomplished. The drawing was very simple and unpolished, and for that reason actually stood out from all the other communications. It worked like one of those graphic thermometers in a fund-raising campaign!

 

The most important thing in enactment is having people remember what they agreed to do, and be able to refer back to documents that trigger that memory. When I first learned to record graphically for groups, I was interested that Interaction Associates called the flip chart displays “group memories.” They asserted, and I concur from experience, that when a group sees its work recorded, their trust in its validity increases, and groups will use those charts as their collective memory. Since remembering what we commit to do in meetings is so critical in implementation, I think any investment in improving retention is a direct link to greater productivity.

 

Doug Englebart, another one of the legendary pioneers of modern computing (inventing the mouse, windows, and hypertext), had a study group at Stanford Research Institute in the 1970s looking at how to enhance human intellect. One of Englebart’s team, Geoff Ball, wrote a little unpublished paper on Explicit Group Memory. He reported that of all the ideas he and other members of the project were exploring, the use of a common working display made the most difference. They believed that shared computer displays would be the power tools of the future. I took display to mean any kind of visual display, and understood through Geoff’s paper why chalkboards are probably the last tool a teacher would ever give up.




Fast Forward 

The summer of 2008 a group of people met in a building that overlooked Chicago’s Millennium Park. This was the 15th annual meeting of the International Forum of Visual Practitioners. These are people who make their living visualizing—literally writing and drawing on the wall. Some were recorders who create visual illustrations of meetings and presentations. Others were graphic facilitators, leading strategy and innovation sessions from the front of the room with graphic templates, whiteboards, and interactive visual media. Some were traditional designers and illustrators who were jumping professions and going “real time,” using their skills for listening and creating. Some were teachers using graphics interactively in their classroom. Others were coaches and consultants just getting involved.

RECORDING AT the INTERNATIONAL VISUAL PRACTITIONERS FORUM

Graphic recording involves taking visual notes while people talk. The picture shows my work capturing a talk on Change Management by Virginia Hamilton.
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As a pioneer in this way of working, I attended and supported a session on using Visual Thinking for Change Management. My and other sessions offered a symbolic map of what is going on now in this movement many years after those days at Apple. I include these stories here because I hope you will see that this way of working has an enormous range, at least as broad and varied as music, the mother of performing arts. The very simple things you can do right away have a lot of impact, and visual language can expand to symphonic levels with some practice.

• Several sessions explored the use of photographic images and evocative illustrations to support group dialogue. One session reviewed the Center for Creative Leadership’s Visual Explorer kit.
• Ole Qvist Sorenson from Denmark uses Bigger Pictures to support sustainability planning in companies and cross sector meetings all over Europe. He recruited a special group of visual practioners to participate in visualizing the Copenhagen environmental summit in the fall of 2009.
• Virginia Hamilton, leader of the California Workforce Development Institute, shared how she uses imagery to explore shadow problems and conflict in public sector groups trying to set policy. (My recording of her session is on page 17.)
• John Ward led a workshop on kinesthetic modeling, using clay and model making to think through planning and other problems.
• Regina Rowland, Tomi Nagai-Rothe, and Julie Geisike led a session on visualization for cross-cultural work.
• Several people brought and demonstrated tablet computers they were using for visualizing in virtual meetings.
• I led another session on journaling, reviewing a range of visualization and writing strategies for reflecting on one’s own journey.

PERSONAL NOTES

I took these during our journal workshop at the International Forum of Visual Practitioners.
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THE POWERS OF VISUAL MEETINGS

1. Sparking imagination
2. Engaging people actively
3. Thinking BIG PICTURE 
4. Supporting group memory and productivity 


If you haven’t heard of visual meetings, graphic facilitation, graphic recording, sketch notes, visual recording, imagineering, storyboarding, visual listening, group graphics, graphic templates, mind mapping, idea mapping, real-time design, or group graphics, don’t despair. Revolutions take time to gather momentum, spreading along for years and then exploding into sight.

 

You are catching up at just the right time. Let’s go to the next chapter, which is all about how you can reclaim your ability to draw in the simple ways that allow you to use visuals for listening and idea mapping.




2. Everybody Knows Graphic Language

It’s Gesture with a Pen

Get ready for a potentially exciting experience. Having it hinges on your revisiting your early childhood years and decisions you made about whether you could draw. Over the years I’ve asked people in workshops how many people consider themselves good at drawing. Usually only 20% or less raise their hands. When I ask the others how many stopped drawing in the second grade I get more than half. If you are one of those who hasn’t drawn much, or believes you can’t, I’ll bet you aren’t thinking about the kind of graphics this book is about, but about whether or not your horse looked like a horse. If this chapter does its work it will get you to reconsider your decision, and know what you can do to reclaim your ability to be graphic.

 

The kind of graphics used for meetings are rooted in gesture and simple, universal icons and not in making drawings that look like photographs. If I asked you if you felt comfortable gesturing, I’ll bet you would raise your hand. If you had a pen in it and you were near a wall it might look like a straight line!




Gesture Is One of Our First Languages 

My first book on this subject was Graphic Facilitation: Transforming Group Process with the Power of Visual Listening  . I wrote the following for people wanting to become professional graphic recorders and facilitators:Babies and parents use gesture to communicate long before words are understood. Pointing, waving, grabbing, holding, reaching out, and even dancing start in our earliest years. Faces themselves are a graphic statement. Frowning, smiling, showing surprise, disinterest, concern, full attention—all of these states show up in our faces, and babies learn to recognize each of them. The ways people express emotion is universal. Smiles communicate! Gestural language carries over into our whole lives. Although some cultures and people are more talkative with their hands and bodies than others, everyone communicates through the visual symbolism of gesture. Recall a time you visited a country where people spoke a language you didn’t know. You probably focused a great deal on facial expression and body language.





noun Graph•ic

1: written, drawn or engraved 2: marked by or capable of clear and lively description or striking imaginative power 3: of or relating to the pictorial arts… syn GRAPHIC, VIVID, PICTURESQUE, PICTORIAL means giving a clear visual impression in words. GRAPHIC stresses the evoking of a clear, lifelike picture.

 

Roget’s Thesaurus
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A third grade San Francisco student created this in a session sponsored by California Poets in the Schools.
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Most Kids Love to Draw 

My wife is a poetry teacher in the San Francisco schools, and works with children K-12. She loves the younger grades, and works with many children who don’t yet know how to write very well. But they all seem to know how to draw. For years I’ve watched her make books out of the kids’ poetry, and been amazed at the graphic power of their drawings and the poems they write about them. This one by Celeste captures the magic children feel when they can express themselves. But sometime in the 3rd or 4th grade the drawings begin to change. The boys start drawing little vehicles and machines. The girls’ drawings of princesses start having tight curls. Somehow it becomes important to draw realistically or not at all. I suspect that fluency in graphic language isn’t on anyone’s tests so it gets ignored.. There are of course exceptions in a growing number of schools that understand the important of creativity expression in the early years. But this is not the norm.




Why Cartoonists Draw Like Second Graders 

Many cartoonists go out of their way to make their drawings look innocent and unpolished, often like the drawings I see on the light table with my wife’s books. Most cognitive scientists agree that the cortex is a hard-wired, pattern recognizing organ. It would be logical to assume, then, that people’s brains would be most activated not with clearly recognizable drawings, but ones that are slightly ambiguous! I think this is the reason that most realistic clip art is so boring. We recognize it too quickly. The little drawings and cartoons I’m using in this book are much more stimulating because they require participation in the act of figuring out what they mean.

 

Bob Horn, who I mentioned earlier, came to one of my first workshops in 1980 and completely accepted the premise that simple little drawings are more engaging. He isn’t particularly good at drawing realistically,  but he is fearless about drawing in his simple, whimsical way and his journals from his trips are wonderful! He knows that the act of drawing is a form of seeing, and a type of observation that greatly amplifies the drawer’s ability to remember and understand things. He also knows if he has the guts to draw his little figures with flair, he’ll have his audience’s full attention.




Discover the Fun of Playing Around 

Adults naturally learn new things just like children, by fooling around first and then figuring out what’s going on from the results. That is what trial and error is all about. It’s a state that inventors and innovators embrace and cultivate. It’s the process described in this book of imagining, engaging, thinking, and then enacting.

 

If you are somewhat inhibited by your school experiences, play around with kids a bit to remember what it’s like to have free expression. A fun exercise with drawing is “Add a Line.” Ask a child to draw something, anything, and after he or she does, it’s your turn. You add a line, any kind. Then she adds a line. Then you add one. It gets wild fast. It’s a great experiment in letting go of preconceptions.




Practice in a Blank Sketchbook 

The practical way to begin reclaiming your ability to draw is to get a blank sketchbook at an art store, the kind without lines. The blank pages invite experimentation and play. If you get some pencils, pens, and colors that allow for easy drawing, it becomes even more fun. In your own book no one is looking, so it’s a perfect place to begin. Make mistakes. Play around. In fact, working through the exercises illustrated in this chapter would be a good way to begin.

 

A very natural way to start working visually is take your own graphic meetings notes in meetings. On the following page are some things you can do with a blank journal to exercise your visual imagination.

ADD A LINE

Play this game with a young person.

1. Get a white sheet of paper and some markers or pens. Explain that one person draws any kind of line.
2. When that child lifts up the pen, then the other person can draw any kind of line.
3. Then the first person draws another line.
4. Keep going until you want to start again.


[image: 031]




Great Beginning Journal Activities 

• Draw Seating Charts: The next meeting you are in draw a picture of the tables where people are sitting as though you were looking down from the ceiling. Then use little circles and put them around the table where everyone is sitting, and write in their names as they introduce themselves. You will be amazed at how this simple activity will increase your ability to remember a meeting and people’s names.
• Practice Bullet Points: Doodle out different kinds of bullet points. Look at the illustration on this page to see some different kinds. Make them round, square, asterisks, stars, and see how consistent you can be.
• Play with Lines and Borders: Hold your pen with your little finger out along the edge of the book. Then slowly pull the pen down, holding your hand rigid. This will create a line that is amazingly straight. Play with wavy lines and dotted lines. Box in different parts of your text.
• Doodle Little People: There are lots of ways to make little figures. Page through this book to the part that shows you how to draw them and make up some of your own.
• Play with Cartoon Bubbles: Cartoonists use little circles with a point to indicate talk and clouds to indicate thoughts. When you have thoughts about what you are hearing begin putting them in little clouds or in the margins so you can scan back.
• Take Notes in Different Formats: List things out one time, arrange in clusters and diagrams another time. Break chunks of information into groups and create borders.
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The key thing is to experiment and try different layouts. This kind of playing with information  will free up your expressive abilities and make it easier to have some discipline about it later. Chapter 3 has a series of more developed exercises you can play with to have a meeting with yourself about important things you need to reflect about.




All Graphics Are Made of Basic Shapes 

In the 1970s when I first discovered working visually with groups, I was fascinated with understanding the basic elements. As a piano player I was aware that one of the inventions that really advanced the ability of musicians to play across different borders and cultures was the standardization of the eight-tone scale. It’s not the only way to organize notes, but it was a very flexible one. With the addition of the black notes it became a keyboard of possibilities that allowed for tremendous experimentation and improvisation. I knew that visual language could have the same flexibility.

 

My first effort at thinking this through was influenced by the fact I was studying different ways of thinking about process, and one way was to ask “what are the simplest and most fundamental elements” and work toward the most complex. Well, the simplest thing to do visually was to just rest the pen on paper and make a dot. The next most simple thing was to move the pen and make a line, then to change directions on the line and make a shape, like a triangle. Formalizing the shapes into neat squares and rectangles seemed the next hardest. I could then combine the square and triangle and make what I called a hollow arrow. With some practice I could make this arrow spiral, and finally get around to the circle. Now, the circle wasn’t the hardest to draw, but seemed the most comprehensive. These seven basic shapes became my building blocks for diagramming and illustrating. I could create any kind of picture out of these elements.

 

I was delighted to discover an art teacher named Mona Brooks who was teaching children to draw the same way. She wasn’t so concerned about the process of drawing, but had grouped the shapes into “families.” She had children identify the “point” families, the “cloud” families, the “angles,” the “boxes,” and the “lines.” She found that if she asked children to draw pictures of just one or two of these they would learn to see the basic shapes in whatever they were looking at. Within very short periods of time they could draw quite proficiently.
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Your Body Knows Graphic Language 

I began teaching people how to draw by getting them up to large sheets of paper and having them feel what it was like to make these basic shapes, which for teaching ultimately broke down into six movements or what we now call “basic strokes.” In trainings we demonstrate physically how this is done and then have people experience making these movements on the paper, often with their eyes closed so they can feel how natural it is. The exercise reconnects everyone to the gestural basis of drawing. This was the exercise we shared with the Apple participants in the Leadership Experience that prepared them for making their own vision presentations during the program.

DROP LINES

1. Hold your pen lightly on the paper, touching it with your little finger.
2. When the image of a heavy rock is clear, drop the line. Flex your body to follow your hand and the pen as it drops.
3. Notice any wiggles or other movements the next time you repeat the activity and see if you can tell what you are doing other than dropping.[image: 034]




HORIZON LINES

1. Imagine your paper is a window looking out over the ocean or the plains.
2. Imagine the horizon line.
3. Draw a small segment of it across the paper.
4. Repeat. Do some with eyes closed. Do some with a wiggle.
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THROW LINES

1. Put your pen on the beginning of the line you want.
2. Find the point where you want to end up.
3. Literally “throw” the line to the point without shifting your focus. Let your body follow.
4. Observe the result. Repeat and see what you are doing other than throwing straight to your target.[image: 036]




FRAMES

All frames are combinations of drop lines and horizon lines.

1. Drop a line on the left. Recenter. Draw a horizon line along the bottom.
2. Move to the top and repeat the horizon line.
3. Drop another line on the right.
4. Repeat at a smaller scale. All drop lines should line up with the gravity line.
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TRIANGLES & HOLLOW ARROWS

Combine horizon, drop, and throw lines.

1. Draw a base line in the direction you want.
2. Drop down 90 degrees for the baseline of the triangle.
3. Throw to the point, to the base, to the shank.
4. Use muscle memory to draw a second base line parallel to the first.
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CIRCLES

Everyone’s arm is a natural compass. It makes easy circles around the shoulder socket.

1. Swing your arm in a circle and feel your shoulder warming. Do it with your eyes closed.
2. Center on the chart. Unfocus your vision and “stir” a circle onto the paper, going around until you feel it warm up.
3. Repeat at a smaller scale. Repeat backward.
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SPIRALS

Additional instructions from your imagination can be added on top of basic strokes.

1. Tune in to the stirring feeling in your shoulder by moving your arm in a circle.
2. If you start big, tell yourself “smaller” as you draw the circle and it will tighten into a spiral.
3. If you start small, tell yourself “bigger” and it will spiral out.
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CURVES

1. Center yourself and imagine the curve you want by seeing it on the paper.
2. Throw the curve line.
3. Use your muscle memory to help you repeat that line.
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RIBBONS & FORCE ARROWS

Use muscle memory to create parallel curved lines for ribbons and arrows with dynamic force.

1. Imagine the line you want; throw the curve.
2. Repeat immediately using muscle memory.
3. For arrows, pause to draw a triangle point, then use muscle memory to throw a line back to where you started. It will follow the same path as the original line.[image: 042]




SUPPLIES

Basic supplies for working on the wall are easy to get. Paper rolls for large plotters are available at art stores and office supply stores. Masking tape and white tape are also available at art stores. Use a box cutter for the large paper. Watercolor markers are the best so you don’t mark the walls. Check the next page for more specific information.
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ADVANTAGES OF LARGE PAPER

• Large paper allows you to move an entire display to a new wall and keep it posted.
• People feel immersed in their information when the scale is big.
• Large paper provides flexibility when you want groups to help organize the sticky notes.
• You can write category names and other information on the paper during discussions.
• Large paper rolls up easily if you want to keep the display.

SOURCES

• Roll ends of newsprint from newspaper companies (sometimes free)
• Butcher paper (the least expensive)
• Plotter paper (this costs a bit, but is lightweight and easy to hang up). It comes in 3-foot and 4-foot wide roles with different levels of absorbency. You want to get the lower levels of absorbency paper.



There aren’t sources of recycled large paper yet that are widespread enough to be available, but the large paper itself can be recycled. If the total carbon footprint of inefficient meetings were mapped against the productivity of using large displays, I bet large paper might come out ahead.






Working with Big Paper and Larger Meetings 

Working visually is much more flexible and effective if you work on large paper, not only in learning how to unlock your ability to draw, but also for working in meetings. It’s a very helpful support for active recording, sticky notes processes, and idea mapping. By large paper I mean paper that is 3 to 4 feet wide and as much as 16 to 24 feet long. (If you are working on a whiteboard and digitally photographing the results, then you won’t have to use paper.)

 

There are two logistical challenges to large paper. One is knowing where to get it and the other is knowing how to hang it up. There are several sources of long paper, shown in the sidebar box.




How to Hang Big Paper 

The easiest way to explain this is visually! The drawing on the next page shows a person hanging paper and numbers the steps. After years of working this way, I’ve found some things that consistently work. (See the tips box for these.)

 

A team of people can usually figure out how to hang paper even without instructions, so you might consider making the construction of the display area for the sticky notes a group energizer project! This is a great way to get everyone engaged. The same is true for hanging up and moving big templates. After reading through this chapter tape up a piece of paper on the wall, or take a flip chart, and go through the basic strokes exercises yourself. After a couple of repeats, do them with your eyes closed to experience how much is built into your basic orientation to gravity and your environment. I think you will experience just how simple the basics are. Combining them is where it begins to feel like music, and the possibilities become endless. The rest of the book is about all the improvisations that are possible from these basics.




Getting it Straight and Flat 

1. Hold a 4” piece of tape in one hand and hold the paper and tape in the other. Attach the upper-left corner, taping out at a 45-degree angle.
2. Unroll 4’ of paper, holding the roll lightly against the wall. Don’t pull too hard or the first tape will come off.
3. Visually line up the top of the paper parallel to the ceiling and floor: Press it against the wall with your body:Tear off a second piece of tape: Smooth out and tape.
4. Repeat the rolling out, holding, tearing, smoothing, and taping process.
5. Tape the right corner, and hold the roll against the wall. Retrieve your cutter, which you should always keep somewhere on your person.
6. Hold the paper out 2-3 inches and put some tension on the roll by pulling it to the right. Use your left hand to cut, up first, then slowly down. Keep light tension on the pap
7. Smooth the paper from the center toward the right edge and tape. Continue smoothing from the center toward the edges, then tape.
8. Adjust the upper left corner and left side to make the whole surface flat and straight.
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TIPS FOR HANGING LARGE PAPER

• Focus on taping down the top first, then work around clockwise
• Make sure no air pockets are under the paper by smoothing it out
• Use a box cutter or knife to cut the paper (these can’t be carried on airplanes). If you use scissors cut the paper on the floor before hanging it up.
• Use artists tape or masking tape
• Make sure you are allowed to tape on the walls. If not then make sure you have panels of some sort on easels to attach the paper.
• On fuzzy air walls in hotels or walls with anti stick coatings, tape to the moldings





This page is from Graphic Facilitation: Transforming Group Process with the Power of Visual Listening,  (The Grove, 2006). This is an in-depth book for anyone wanting to be a professional graphic facilitator.
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Ideographs, Pictographs, and Seed Shapes 

The basic strokes and the little seed shapes I described earlier become the building blocks for making up pictures of just about anything. Some of these little pictures are meant to look like real things and are called “pictographs.” Others are completely symbolic and are called “ideographs.” They are little pictures of ideas. You don’t need to know very many of these to work with the ideas in this book, but you might want to have a few. The next page shows you how to draw people and how to draw computers for a start. That will impress people!

 

Look at the drawings on the facing page. You will see at the top the sequence you would use to draw a star person. The little drawings on the right end of the first sequence show you the stroke order. Play around, drawing lots of these, making the arms skinny and fat, and making the bodies different sizes. Eventually you will happen on one that will be really satisfying.

 

It’s possible to draw people lots of ways other than as a star shape. This way emerged because each point can become a place to improvise without changing the underlying pattern of the drawing. The little people running around on the pages of this book often have hands and feet and hair and other things I’ve added to the basic star person shape.

 

Any little pictograph or ideograph can function as a seed shape, if it can be elaborated without changing the underlying drawing pattern. Every year at our International Visual Practitioners Forum we play a game of inventing these kinds of shapes to increase our visual vocabulary. You can do this, too. Write down a list of the words you might have to visualize if you are running a visual meeting. Then as quickly as possible sketch out a little picture that illustrates the word. Work as quickly as possible. You might do a couple.

DRAWING STAR PEOPLE, COMPUTERS, AND BUILDINGS
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GRAPHIC JAM

Make a list of words you would like to be able to illustrate quickly.

1. Give everyone a stack of white paper and markers.
2. Read the word and quickly draw a picture.
3. Compare the results and look at what people saw as the essential element in the concept.[image: 047]


4. Tuck your ideas away in your brain or journal!


Then look at the pictures and ask yourself—“ What are the lines that point at the essence of this idea?” These become the foundation of the seed shape.




The Meaning of Shapes 

As I played with different graphics I was fascinated with whether they had meanings that could be trusted. I knew the basic movements were universal because they flow from how we are shaped as humans. Could there be general meanings?

 

With spoken language meaning is a function of several things. The word’s position in the sentence tells us whether it is a subject, a verb, or an object. A general definition provides some guidance as to common meanings. But under this is a deeper meaning, which is our personal experiences with a word—it’s what language experts call “connotations,” or in common language, the “loading” on a word. It’s our personal relationship with the symbol.

 

George Lakoff, author and professor of cognitive science and linguistics at U.C. Berkeley, concludes after a career studying artificial intelligence and cognitive theory, that meaning is anchored in our early experiences, not in the rules of grammar. These and the more socialized definitions are layered over the top of our experienced meanings. If you look at basic shapes with these assumptions, and think about what it feels like to make the movements, a pattern of meaning begins to emerge that is deeper than the symbolic meanings assigned by culture. It is a meaning embedded in what it feels like to make that movement.




The Experience of Drawing Provides a Clue to Meaning 

• Points mean “look here,” I’m different. They stand out on a white page.
• Lines mean “connect” or “separate.” They are about relationships. Heavy lines feel like stronger relationships, and take more energy to draw. Dotted lines feel weaker.
• Angles mean “active change.” You change direction when you throw the lines. To see angles your cortex neurons must activate. Angles all around a point illustrate an explosion. The delta actually means change in chemistry.
• Squares and rectangles mean “formal organization.” You need to consistently repeat parallel lines to make them. They are the perfect symbols for buildings and organization functions. Squares make up the pattern of all the things built on grids and the base map of most data displays.
• Hollow arrows as combinations mean “active organization,” putting together the meaning of the triangle and the square. What better symbol for a project!
• Spirals mean “dynamic unity.”  If you make them more circular they lean toward unity. If you draw them like tornadoes they suggest more dynamism.
• Circles mean “unity” pretty much the world over. It feels like you are gathering everything together when you make a circle.

Meaning is anchored in our experiences, not in the rules of grammar.
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Basic Formats for Visualizing 

I remember one day I was working on all these questions about the meaning of shapes and the basic elements of visual language, and I realized that visual language differs from spoken language in a key dimension, which is its ability to be spatial, be it a two-dimensional map or a chart.
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I had been collecting examples of how people visualize in meetings for a couple of years and had quite a collection of matrices, outlines, diagrams, organization charts, flowcharts, project plans, maps, bar charts, pie charts, line charts, scattergrams. It was very confusing. I wondered if there might be a basic pattern underlying the spatial arrangement or what I called “formats,” just like there seemed to be for the basic shapes.

 

Because the basic shapes had appeared so quickly and logically, I wondered if that same pattern might apply to the bigger formats, and I was amazed to discover that it did. This was the beginning of the Group Graphics® Keyboard which is explained in more detail in Chapter 9. These are the foundations for visual thinking. At this point let’s just take a look at them as a logical progression.




See Drawing as a Process and Not Just an Artifact 

My studies suggested that flows of energy and movement are more fundamental than structures and appearances, and I wondered whether, if I looked at drawing and perceiving as processes, the larger formats would fall into some order. They did!

 

The simplest drawing is a dot on a page. A point means “look here,” and I thought, that is a pretty good basic description of the function of POSTERS—to make us focus . They use single, punchy images to achieve that, by being different from everything else—just like a dot is different from the white page. A little drawing on a flip chart creates a poster effect.

 

LISTS are linear in their basic makeup. You make a list by lining up information. It’s the simplest of formats to use—one thing after the other. Because speech is also linear, it flows naturally in recording.

 

CLUSTERS create space on a page. I saw the parallel with angles when I realized that people looking at chunks of information spaced out on a page invariably will begin comparing them, and getting an angle on the information. It’s what anyone does with sticky notes.

 

GRIDS are a step more complicated and require comparing several sets of categories. They are clearly related to the box and rectangle family of basic shapes and are much more formal and constrained than lists or clusters. I was getting pretty excited at this point as I saw the pattern unfold from simple to complex, with the simpler formats able to nest into the more complicated ones, just like in nature!

 

DIAGRAMS are formats in which chunks of information are linked in branching patterns, as in mind maps and organization charts. The word diagram is used for other kinds of formats, but always for this kind, so it felt like the right word. The hollow arrow was a linkage of boxes and angles. This association felt like a bit of stretch, but I kept at it.

 

It took me a few years to figure out that DRAWINGS become dynamic, like the spiral, by inviting an interaction between what the viewer already knows about and the lines in the drawing. Once we catch on to the metaphor, we bring it alive by projecting in our experience.

 

MANDALAS are graphic images organizing everything around a center point, and illustrate the unity of information. It is a Sanskrit word that means “archetype” or universal symbol, and indeed the circle is as close to one as I can find. They are definitely the hardest formats to work with, and the most complex to understand visually, since you have to understand all aspects of the information to see how it is unified.
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INTEGRATE WORDS, SHAPES, & IMAGES
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Of course a mandala, when viewed from far away, looks like a poster and tends to stand out! I thought this was a nice symmetry—create an octave of choices at the level of formats.




Combining Formats and Graphic Elements 

My experience suggests that the basic choices in visual language, and many of the tools and methods described in this book, are about the big frames and formats that organize your display and show people how everything connects together. Once the base format is set (and to write anything on a sheet of paper you will have to choose one or another of the seven archetypal patterns) then the rest is about arranging words, images, and numbers in patterns that make sense, and doing it interactively with the other people in your meetings. This is the new world of tight integration of text and graphics . This is the basic arrangement for board games, computer games, and Lego blocks. In fact, little elements integrated by larger patterns of relationship that grow out of the way things move and interact is the way nature is organized on a grand scale. This feature of visualizing is so pronounced that Dave Gray, founder of Xplane, is writing a book on visualization with Sunni Brown called Gamestorming!

 

So this book isn’t about teaching you to draw realistically with any particular skill, or to become a skilled designer, but to use the tools of visual language to reconnect with some deeply natural ways of working, and discover how the process of playing and evolving and doing versions of things—in short, working the way designers work—can unlock your meetings like almost no other process.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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