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  1   Introduction:

  The wonderful world of mental diagrams

  [image: images]   School days

  [image: images]   Preliminary findings based on my notes

  [image: images]   There is always light at the end of the tunnel

  [image: images]   Getting started

  [image: images]   A thorough analysis

  [image: images]   What you will be able to obtain from mental diagrams

  

  [image: images]   School days

  I remember that when I was a college student I overheard one mother tell another how her son was putting forth a lot of effort in studying and yet he was barely getting by in school. Obviously, the conversation got my attention because my case was very similar: I put in a lot of effort and got little result. The distraught mother painfully explained that every afternoon her son would return home after spending all day in school and then proceeded to spend five or six hours (or even nights, she said) studying. The woman said there were pages and pages of very neat notes. I thought it was strange that he had very neat notes, and I came to the conclusion that the poor guy spent his afternoons rewriting the notes he took in the morning. Spending hours and hours rewriting notes neatly is arduous and exhausting. Instead of spending valuable time studying, he was rewriting notes, which was no guarantee for good grades.

  At that moment I did some soul-searching. At least that guy had neat notes, but I . . . you could say that I had something resembling notes. What exactly did I have? A series of incomplete papers written in unintelligible script (which I still have) with rivers of runaway words. In fact, to be honest, I never reviewed them because I did not think they were very reliable. To me they were silent enemies that did not want to make things easier for me. Our relationship was such that they did not understand me and I did not understand them. To understand this mystery, I will explain in a few words how I spent my time in the classroom on any given day: we sat down, the professor talked for an hour, we wrote everything he said, and an hour later the class ended with us murmuring and looking very tired. Multiply this by eight daily classes and by six years, and you will get a pretty good picture of what it took me to earn a university degree. Personally, after a day like that, I was left with a stiff hand, and the last thing that would ever cross my mind would be to spend my evenings rewriting my messy notes.

  [image: images]   Preliminary findings based on my notes

  In a quest to find a solution to my problem I decided to look into what was wrong with my despised notes. After an in-depth investigation, I came to four basic conclusions:

  1st conclusion. There were no clear ideas

  When jotting down directly what the teacher said, I did not grasp the main idea nor did I know where he was going with his lecture. Those ideas were present, but they were buried in an ocean of words. Trying to find the main ideas was archeological work and often the results were fruitless or I came to erroneous conclusions. The sea of words obscured the main idea.

  2nd conclusion. Every page looked the same

  I also discovered that if the pages were not numbered, it was very easy to confuse them with each other since they were very similar. Imagine facing a lot of garbled words and spotty pages all written with the same ink: it is scary. I remember I eagerly tried to defeat those notes and wrestle the main ideas, but I almost always lost out to their hypnotic effect. Yes, while reading all those pages that were so similar and had so little meaning I would go into a kind of trance, so that when I got to the third page I realized that I was still automatically reading without comprehending. In those moments, I stopped to make myself tea and start the second part of the battle, but when I returned, the pages continued to have that terrible hypnotic ability. In short, I can say that those pages were endowed with the power of monotony and boredom.

  3rd conclusion. I was wasting a lot of time sorting through the notes

  For starters, I had taken more notes than necessary so I had to do a first reading to see that the words made sense. In a second reading I tried to separate the wheat from the chaff, and finally I did one more reading to see if I had forgotten anything. The problem was not that I had to do three readings to study but that I had to do three readings just to see what was in those notes!

  4th conclusion. It was drudgery

  The task of sorting through notes in search of intelligent life was an arduous task. I often imagined the work of gold prospectors who had to stand for hours in an icy river sorting through pebbles in the hope of finding the gold nugget that would solve all their problems (well, actually, even if they found it immediately they went to the nearest town and spent it on all kinds of pleasures, so the following week they were back to kneeling in the cold river looking for more nuggets).

  In my case, the gold nuggets would not take me to a world of pleasure; instead they were the beginning of my ordeal and the first step that brought me closer to seriously considering dropping out. I do not know if you ever experienced the frustrating feeling of doing a job that makes no sense and the feeling of wasting hours of your precious life.

  Dramatic consequences

  However, I did not stop there in examining the poor quality of my notes. I wanted to get to the consequences. Based on my own experience I knew that somehow it affected my motivation, and I found that my emotions and even my attention were affected. These are the consequences I discovered:

  •   Understandably, I lost my concentration because the information was incomprehensible (lack of attention)

  •   I lost my eagerness to learn (lack of motivation)

  •   The harder I tried, the less I progressed (and generated negative feelings)

  •   You can get into the habit of making notes of notes, so a lot of time and effort is wasted

  [image: images]   There is always light at the end of the tunnel
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  Sample mental diagram regarding neuro-linguistic programming

  Back in those days, I studied a course on advertising. The professor explained that good advertising campaigns could be made through a simple combination of key words, illustrations, and colors. And looking at the different campaigns and reports that companies made, I wondered if notes could be written in a more appealing and clear manner. I explained to some of my classmates the idea of compiling our notes into a colorful document with pictures. As you can imagine, this idea was welcomed with laughter and one of my peers told me that if the professor were to see such a thing, I would fail the course. Well, I have always been aware that one does not succeed on the first attempt, but I believed that another format was needed to assimilate so much information; moreover, all the science of advertising (so to speak) backed up my idea from afar. And I do not remember very well, but somehow I got the chance to see a mental diagram, which was a revelation. It was incredible, a clear structure of a sociology topic with colors and drawings! I know I may seem flippant, but it was just what I had been looking for and they were called mind maps. Those two words completely hooked me and said it all, so without any hesitation I went to the nearest bookstore and asked for a book on mental diagrams. To my surprise there was more than one, and I chose one whose author had a curious name: Tony Buzan.

  
    TONY BUZAN, THE PIONEER

    When I was a sophomore in college, a young Tony Buzan decided to understand how the brain works to be able to maximize its use. He was disappointed when in the library he was told that there were no books on this topic. Given the perplexity of having hundreds of books about the brain’s physiology and mechanism but not a single book that helped promote these concepts, he promised himself to correct this injustice. Thus, with more courage than knowledge, he entered into the stormy world of learning. According to him, he plunged into an unknown territory on which he built a powerful technique that has lasted over twenty years: mind maps.

  

  In life there are a number of things that are not taught in schools and which are essential to function. Usually teachers do not teach us an effective note-taking method. As a business school professor and professional trainer I cannot help but look at the notes taken by my students and assistants. I see that most of them repeat exactly the same mistakes that I made, or their notes are so dense or so telegraphic that they are incomprehensible. Also, they are so unattractive that it is almost impossible to look back at them or at least look at them fondly. Still, I often find drawings in them, but they are never usually related to the subject at hand (stars, squares, and all kinds of geometric shapes).

  [image: images]

  Geometric figure made by a student in literature class

  Could there be some note-taking method that could save us time, give us clarity, and be simple to practice? Is there something that could help us organize information easily while also look nice? Yes, such a method exists: it is the famous method of mental diagrams. And this book is designed to show it to you. You probably already guessed that the book was about mental diagrams (since it is on the cover of the book), but you cannot begin to fathom all the different areas where you can apply this revolutionary technique.

  [image: images]   Getting started

  Mental diagrams are not only designed to help students with their note-taking. Their uses are much wider and even reach the field of business. This technique has been applied very successfully in various companies. A good example is a chemical company that had a problem with competitiveness. This company manufactured a wide range of products applied to such diverse fields as the energy and telecommunications industries. The success of this company depended on marketing the most innovative products in the shortest time possible because the competition was always at its heels. Its quick innovation depended on clear and concise communication and on effective collaboration between different departments to solve problems quickly. How could they be more competitive and shorten the time to launch new products?

  The head of research and development explained it this way: “. . . it is very difficult to start an R&D project if you are not very sure of the tasks that need to get done, who should do them, and who has to be involved in the project. Our starting point is always a state of confusion that is sometimes hard to get out of; to be more competitive we needed another way of working, but which one?” In this case, they were lucky that this leader accidentally attended a course about mental diagrams. The idea seemed interesting and he decided to apply the technique to their projects. As he explained, “Why not? I had nothing to lose and it might even help me . . .” The success of this new technique in their work is hard to explain, but in his words, “. . . before, in order to define a project, we had to have many long and frustrating meetings that got out of hand more than once. Now, in one single meeting we can have a clear and definite picture of the entire project. Isn’t that amazing?” Also there were other advantages that were initially unnoticed, such as planning a structured agenda: “. . . one of the unexpected results was saving time in meetings. Currently many of them last only half an hour. Everyone takes a diagram of all the project ideas, actions, and related documents. The diagrams become agendas for future meetings.”

  The case of this chemical company is not unique in the business market. Some others that have already implemented the mental diagrams method say:

  “The biggest benefit of mental diagrams is that we have participatory meetings in which we easily find the best ideas and quickly put them into action. It represents a new way of thinking and collaborating.”

  DFS Group Vice President

  “Thanks to mental diagrams I can spend more time on the project and less time on administrative tasks such as transcribing meeting notes, defining the project’s details, or creating reports that I send to my supervisor.”

  PMP Project Manager

  “Through mental diagrams, we redesigned the entire retail department in just three meetings. When we looked at all the work we accomplished we realized how productive this really was.”

  IBC Marketing Manager

  “Mental diagrams are a unique tool for someone like me who has to constantly assimilate and process information from various sources.”

  JG, M4 consulting partner

  “Companies call us because we can understand problems and provide solutions. Mental diagrams help us approach the problem with the client because it is an easy way to address problems. Using mental diagrams we save a great amount of time, and time is money.”

  SKR Consulting

  [image: images]   A thorough analysis

  Several years ago I had a job-related question. A twenty-nine-year-old man wanted to know what kind of work suited him best, both with regard to his professional skills as well as his personality profile. He explained that he had spent the last eight years of his working life in car sales. Those eight years had brought him success and prestige, yet he felt he wanted to do something else, or at least he thought he was qualified to do other type of work. Under normal circumstances I would have followed the established protocol for such cases. I would have begun by administering a series of intelligence, aptitude, and personality tests. After analyzing them, I would have interviewed him thoroughly and at the end, I would have rendered some kind of report.

  However, this time I thought I should try a different course of action and I remembered the mental diagrams technique. Could it be applied to counsel a job seeker? The truth is that I had never before utilized it in a case like this, but it seemed appropriate due to its ease of use. More importantly, this young salesman needed good self-analysis as opposed to a bunch of tests.

  Without too much hesitation, I suggested approaching the problem from a different angle and the young man gladly accepted. The mental diagrams about his life took us less than two hours to make. At the end, he proudly saw his life, skills, traits, needs, and motivations, all on one sheet. Colors, patterns, and even some tears were reflected coherently and orderly in the diagram. After looking at it for several minutes he seemed very satisfied and said, “. . . this is what I was really looking for.”

  Subsequently, I delved into applying mental diagrams to personal matters, and I was surprised by its many good uses. Accordingly, I added mental diagrams to my personal toolbox. But I will explain these applications to you further on.

  [image: images]   What you will be able to obtain from mental diagrams

  So far I have given you some examples of how mental diagrams can be applied. If you were paying attention, you noticed that we covered three major functional areas. The first was related to education, the second to the field of business, and the third to personal issues. However, I have provided just a few examples of their application. Their use goes beyond taking notes or managing projects. Mental diagrams are a way of organizing large blocks of information coherently for our brain. As such, you will find that mental diagrams create a unique, creative, and simple synthesis out of complex elements. And therein lies the power of mental diagrams.

  [image: images]

  Applying mental diagrams

  
    BENEFITS OF MENTAL DIAGRAMS

    Mental diagrams can help you:

    •   be more creative.

    •   save time.

    •   concentrate.

    •   organize and clarify ideas.

    •   remember.

    •   plan.

    •   study more and better.

    •   see things as a whole.

    And above all, they help you save trees because less paper is needed as compared to other methods.

    WHAT ARE THE ONLY THINGS YOU NEED TO LEARN THIS TECHNIQUE?

    •   a blank sheet

    •   pencils and colored markers

    •   your brain

    •   your imagination

    •   this book, of course

  


  Basic skills

  To make mental diagrams you need to understand how the brain works (Ch. 2) and know its basic skills.

  •   The first is control of the right hemisphere. This hemisphere is related to visualization (Ch. 3) and space (Ch. 4).

  •   The second skill is related to the left hemisphere and words (Ch. 5).

  •   The third skill is related to associations established in the brain (Ch. 6).

  •   And the fourth refers to how we structure the world (Ch. 7).

  Once these brain skills are understood and exercised, we can start creating mental diagrams in the second section.


  2   Anatomy of our minds:

  Two brains are better than one

  What would you say if I told you that we have two different minds and not just one? And if I were to add that all your school years focused on developing just one of these minds while the other was completely ignored?

  Is it possible to use these two minds to their full potential?

  In this chapter we will review the most revolutionary scientific theories about brain function, find clues about how mental diagrams work, and learn the functions of each of these powerful minds.

  [image: images]   We only use 10 percent of our mind
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