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4.11	 MIND MAPS AND CONCEPT MAPS

M
ind Maps and Concept Maps are visual 
representations of how an individual or a group 
thinks about a topic of interest. Such a diagram 
has two basic elements: the ideas that are judged 

relevant to whatever topic one is thinking about, and the lines that show 
and briefly describe the connections among these ideas. The two dominant 
approaches to creating such diagrams are Mind Mapping and Concept Mapping 
(see Figures 4.11a and 4.11b). Other approaches include cognitive, causal, and 
influence mapping as well as idea mapping. There are many commercial and 
freely available software products that support this mapping function and that 
are known by many different names.7 Diverse groups within the intelligence 
community are using various methods for creating meaningful diagrams.

▸▸ When to Use It
Whenever you think about a problem, develop a plan, or consider making even a very 
simple decision, you are putting a series of thoughts together. That series of thoughts 
can be represented visually with words or images connected by lines that represent 
the nature of the relationships among them. Any thinking for any purpose, whether 
about a personal decision or analysis of an intelligence issue, can be diagrammed in 
this manner. Such mapping is usually done for either of two purposes:

✶✶ �By an individual or a group to help sort out their own thinking and 
achieve a shared understanding of key concepts. By getting the ideas out 
of their heads and down on paper or a computer screen, the individual or 
group is better able to remember, critique, and modify the ideas.

✶✶ �To facilitate the communication to others of a complex set of relationships. 
Examples are an intelligence report, a briefing, a school classroom, or a 
graphic prepared by an analyst for prosecutors to use in a jury trial.

Mind Maps can also be used to help analysts brainstorm the various elements 
or key players involved in an issue and how they might be connected. The technique 
stimulates analysts to ask questions such as: Are there additional categories or 
“branches on the tree” that we have not considered? Are there elements of this 

7.  See www.mind-mapping.org for a comprehensive compendium of information on all types of software that supports knowledge 
management and information organization in graphic form. Many of these software products are available at no cost.

	 Figure 4.11a	 Concept Map of Concept Mapping
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Source: R. R. Hoffman and J. D. Novak (Pensacola, FL: Institute for Human and  
Machine Cognition, 2009). Reproduced with permission of the author.




