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XPLANE
Visual Thinking Primer

Welcome!

for Organization Development Network
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Hi! We are XPLANE

WE ARE A DESIGN CONSULTANCY
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Organizational 
Clarity

Design

StrategyCulture
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Today’s Presenter

Marvin Gaviola
Associate Creative Director
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Share your progress to the entire room (and the world)

@XPLANE_design_consultancy
#ODNVTP

@XPLANE
#ODNVTP
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Objectives

1. Learn the Language of Visual Thinking

2. Build Your Visual Vocabulary

3. Use Visual Thinking in Context
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Visual Thinking
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What is 
Visual Thinking

The process of thinking and 
collaborating using tools and 
methods that leverage humans’ 
most powerful capability for 
understanding: visualization
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Activity 1: “How I met my love.”
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Activity 1
Description: Think of a personal “love”. It can be a 
person, a goal, an object, a pet.

Draw how that “love” came about.

Individual — 5 Minutes
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Agenda

1. Proficiency of Visual Thinking (VT)
2. Language of VT
3. Value of VT
4. Science of VT
5. Practice of VT
6. Group Activity: Customer Journey

Key Sections of
Visual Thinking

(corresponding activities 
throughout the evening)
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The Proficiencies of Visual Thinking
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Levels of 
Proficiencies

1. Basic: Using “words” and marks to 
emphasize information

2. Intermediate: Using complex 
”words”/marks and simple relationships

3. Advanced: Using complex 
“words”/marks and complex 
relationships and frameworks

4. Master: Ability to synthesize live
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The Language of Visual Thinking
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Visual Thinking 
Language

Alphabet    |     Words    |    Grammar
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Alphabet
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Alphabet
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Alphabet
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Words

People

1. Body

2. Limbs

3. Head, feet, hands
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Words

People in Action

Running Jumping Mad
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Words

Person in Character

Man Woman Executive
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Words

Laptop

Simple Detail In Context
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Activity 2: Word Grids

Individual — 10 Minutes
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Activity 2

The Words
Nouns
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Activity 2

The Words
People
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Activity 2

The Words
Verbs
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Activity 2

The Words
Interactions
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Activity 3: Basic Proficiency

Individual — 5 Minutes
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Activity 3
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Grammar

Grammar is represented by the 
relationship between elements 

(nodes)
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Grammar: simple relationships/connections

basic one way two way

indirect & direct confusion/ambiguity shapes
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Visual Thinking 
Language

The Grammar:
Complex frameworks
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Activity 4: Basic Relationships

Individual — 5 Minutes
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Activity 4
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Visual Thinking 
Language

Alphabet        |        Words       |       Grammar
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The Value of Visual Thinking
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Value of
Visual Thinking

1. Clarify/Communicate
2. Make Sense
3. Make Decisions
4. Generate Ideas 
5. Drive Conversations
6. Create Alignment
7. Accelerate Adoption
8. Engage Audience
9. Drive Action!
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The Science of Visual Thinking
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Clarity
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Clarity

Seyens.com, Humans Are Visual Creatures, Oct 12, 2016
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Clarity

The Vision Thing: Mainly in the Brain, Discover Magazine, 1993

MIT Research - Brain Processing of Visual Information
December 19, 1996 http://news.mit.edu/1996/visualprocessing

http://news.mit.edu/1996/visualprocessing
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Clarity
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Clarity
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Clarity
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Clarity

3M/Wharton School Study, 1981 | 3M University of Minnesota Study, 1986
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Clarity

3M/Wharton School Study, 1981 | 3M University of Minnesota Study, 1986
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Science has shown that people process information more quickly and 
align more easily through visuals (vs. just copy or verbal dictation).

Visual Communication Drives Action and Results

3M/Wharton School Study, 1981 | 3M University of Minnesota Study, 1986
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The Practice of Visual Thinking



49Visual Thinking Primer

Is Visual Thinking and Design 
Thinking the same thing?

Design Thinking

Design thinking is a method 
for problem solving.

Visual thinking, on the other 
hand, is a set of tools for 
making intangible or complex 
ideas visible.
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Design Thinking — An Iterative, Collaborative Approach to Solving Problems

Process

System of Resources, Abilities, and Skills:

Principles

Collaboration

Human Centered
Design

Iteration

Visual Thinking

Co-Creation

Knowledge & 
Expertise

Design & 
Business 

Methodologies
FacilitationVisual 

Thinking

Frame the 
Opportunity Research Ideate Prototype & 

Test
Launch, Learn

& Repeat

Iteration

Core Principles
XPLAN

E Principles

Visual Thinking in Practice: XPLANE’s Design Thinking Methodology
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Frameworks

Process Framework
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Can answer “How?” 
How do you get from A to Z? Also, 
what are the steps involved? What are 
hurdles we may encounter? How long 
and arduous is the journey? Sub-types 
include linear, circular, multi-path.

Processes

LI
TE

RA
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M
ET
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H

O
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SC
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EM
AT

IC

©2019 XPLANE | www.xplane.com

PROCESSES
The XPLANE Frameworks Library

Funnel Chutes & ladders Filter Process stairs

Pain path gain Rube goldberg contraptionRace track

How-to sequenceTreasure map

Transformation Storyboard/comic strip

Life cycle Airline instruction

Assembly instructions Supply chain

Change lever

Linear process Central database Influence by force Start & loop

Parallel flow Branching paths Incremental Visio
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Rules to keep
in mind
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Activity 5: “Customer Journey”

Individual — 25 Minutes

From decision to purchase
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Activity 5
Preparation

• Group: 5-7 groups total (count off)
• Get a large blank poster (2 pages): Place the 

posters side by side
• Grab stacks of sticky notes: Each person should 

have a stack of sticky notes
• Sharpies: Use sharpies whenever possible
• Find a wall space: Take your group and find a wall 

space anywhere you can stick your posters side by 
side. If space is limited, place the posters on the 
table side by side.
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Activity 5
Sequence of Steps

1. Select a Topic: Buying a home, adopting a pet, 
buying a car (from decision to purchase).

2. Empathy Map: Define and understand your 
audience.

3. Major Milestones: What are the milestones 
required in this process?

4. Barrier: What are the barriers that could disrupt 
this process?

5. Roles: Who is involved in each step? What is their 
function?
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Activity 5
Sequence of Steps

1. Select a Topic: Buying a home, adopting a pet, 
buying a car (from decision to purchase).

2. Empathy Map: Define and understand your 
audience.
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Empathy Mapping
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Activity – Empathy Mapping

What are the top 5 considerations for communicating to your target audience?
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Activity 5
Audience Perspective

1. What are their top-level concerns?
2. What are their objectives?

Individual — 5 Minutes
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Activity 5
Sequence of Steps

3. Major Milestones: What are the milestones 
required in this process?
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Activity 5
Major Milestones

1. Decide on all of the milestones required in the 
process selected.

2. Decide the sequence of those milestones.
3. Add steps between the milestones that will provide 

more detail to the process.
1. If a couple is buying a car, what conversation are they having 

between milestones?

Individual — 5 Minutes
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Activity 5
Sequence of Steps

4. Barrier: What are the barriers that could disrupt 
this process?
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Activity 5
Barriers

1. In each step of the process, determine if there are 
barriers that could slow the process or undermine 
the experience.

2. Are there barriers that could prevent a customer 
from accomplishing the purchase or adoption?

Individual — 5 Minutes
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Activity 5
Sequence of Steps

5. Roles: Who is involved in each step? What is their 
function?
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Activity 5
Roles

1. Identify the specific roles and their function at 
each step.

Individual — 5 Minutes
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Activity 5
Optional, time permitting

Present to the room
Find one team to share their process.

Room Discussion:
1. Were there similarities or differences between 

stories?
2. Any other insights?

Individual — 10 Minutes
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❯ Is a way to communicate, collaborate, 
and accelerate decisions

❯ Is a tool used within a larger 
methodology

❯ Is a skill that requires practice

❯ Can benefit any face-to-face 
engagement (I’ve used it for 
performance reviews)

Visual ThinkingConclusion
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Q/A
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Plus/Delta
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• Fundamentals of visual thinking
• Visualizing common scenarios
• Techniques, frameworks, and 

approaches to solve problems
• Tactics and tools to create buy-in

• Complexity busting
• Application
• Storyboard key journeys
• Build your toolkit
• Create impact

bit.ly/VTBPortland
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Sign up on xplane.com
– OR –

text XPRESS to 66866
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Thank You!


