
Visual Techniques for Plotting and Brainstorming 

 

Mind Mapping—  

 

A Mind Map is a simple technique often taught to elementary school children when they are first 

being taught the writing process. But, don’t let that simplicity fool you—this is still a fantastic 

way to visually organize your ideas.  

 

Psychology author and British celebrity Tony Buzan is noted as coining the term “mind 

mapping” and really popularizing the use of tree-like diagramming/outlining with one central 

idea and colorful branches that stem from that idea. Buzan said that a tradition outline forces the 

reader to scan from left to right and top to bottom when really, our minds want to see the entire 

thing in a non-linear fashion. We (humans as a people) work better when we can see how all the 

parts connect to the whole.  

 

Buzan has a set of guidelines for mind mapping (source: Wikipedia):  

 

1. Start in the center with an image of the topic, using at least 3 colors.  

2. Use images, symbols, codes, and dimensions throughout your mind map.  

3. Select keywords and print using upper or lowercase letters.  

4. Each word/image is best alone and sitting on its own line.  

5. The lines should be connected, starting from the central image. The lines become thinner as 

they radiate out from the center.  

6. Make the lines the same length as the word/image they support.  

7. Use multiple colors throughout the mind map, for visual stimulation and also for encoding or 

grouping.  

8. Develop your own personal style of mind mapping.  

9. Use emphasis and show associations in your mind map.  

10. Keep the mind map clear by using radial hierarchy or outlines to embrace your branches.  

 

Broken down to its simplest definition: mind mapping uses keywords and bright colors to 

organize ideas.   

 

You can do a mind map free hand with markers or gel pens (I love them) or there are DOZENS 

of mind mapping programs out there you can download to use. A simple google search brings 

them to you. But in truth, being the Scrivener writer I am—I love Scapple. It’s affordable and I 

can actually pull my bubbles into the Scrivener and they become note cards on my corkboard.   

 

I’m going to do a quick mind map of the conflict in my debut novel The Finish Line as a visual 

example for you.  

 



 
 

 

Listing—  

 

Looking for a more linear way to see those ideas? Well, look no further than the notepad on your 

refrigerator door. Listing is a brainstorming method that requires you list your ideas and create 

sub-lists as you go.   

 

All you need is that grocery list notepad or a word processor. 

  

Example (using the same conflict outline from The Finish Line):  

  

Raelynn has always loved Jordan. Her heart’s desire is a life with him.  

    Jordan doesn’t think he’s good enough for her.  

     In his mind, his past has soiled him.  

He’ll never be the type of white knight, good guy, that a girl like Raelynn  

needs. 

Raelynn is hurt by Jordan’s previous rejection and that pain has only increased by  

her own mistakes. 

    Angry, she left home to prove she could find someone better.  

    She made rash decisions that changed the course of her life.  

   She’s ashamed.  

Too many people they love and care for stand in the way.  

Jordan’s best friend is Raelynn’s brother, and he doesn’t want to anger  

him and lose that friendship.  

A mutual close friend needs them both in his life, but he too loves  

Raelynn and Jordan won’t hurt him 

Raelynn’s idealistic little sister does not agree with the relationship.  



It’s about taking an idea and hashing it out visually so you can see where that idea is going. Or, 

like I’ve shown here, how ideas piece together.  

 

  

Freewriting—  

 

The brainchild of Peter Elbow in the 1970s, is to write in sentence/paragraph structure without 

stopping. A flow of ideas, without stopping to censure yourself. Literally… just write. Like this 

little example:  

 

Max is set to be the first dog on Mars. He was trained by the heroine since he was a puppy. She’s 

a NASA scientist. No family. Foster child? Or bad relationship with remaining parent alive. 

Maybe only knows her mother and doesn’t like her. Attachment with the dog is key. She loves the 

dog and though she’s proud of this career achievement, she is sad and worried. Hero is an 

astronaut sent to accompany the first dog on Mars, to Mars. Has to be trained to care for the 

pup on Mars. Military guy, thinks this particular job is beneath them. Meets heroine while 

training. Attracted but bothered by her. Until her daily video greetings on the trip. They become 

close over the six-month voyage. Know it’s six-month voyage because of our field trip to NASA. 

Pick up other random facts about colonizing Mars.  

 

One on planet everything goes to shit and Hero has to do whatever he can to save the pup and 

get back home to heroine.  

 

And that, you guys, is my spur of the moment crappy freewriting idea. Which is the point. I gave 

myself a set amount of time (five minutes) and just wrote. I actually use this method from time to 

time when I get stuck.  

 

There are several other examples that don’t really need their own lecture. One of which is 

Journaling. Think, freewriting from your character’s POV. When I don’t feel like I know a 

character or how they’ll react to a situation… I’ll have them tell me by journaling for them. If 

none of these work for you, feel free to google “brainstorming techniques” and pick one for your 

homework assignment.  

 

That brings me to our homework assignment: I want you to take an idea you’ve had and 

couldn’t make work, or a spot in your current work in progress that you just can’t figure out and 

apply it to one of the methods we’ve covered (or one of the various other methods).   

 

If you do something by hand, take a snapshot of it and post to the forum, if you use a word 

processor… just copy and paste to the forum.   

 

IMPORTANT: because of how this workshop will work… if you want to participate in the 

homework for this lesson create your own post/thread titled: YOUR NAME: Lesson 1. And 

please, stop in everyone else’s homework thread to check it out, comment, interact.  

 

Our ideas grow from bouncing them off others, you’ll learn more about your own work by 

chiming in on someone else’s—and that’s the beauty of this workshop.  


