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7 steps for using 
Mind Mapping
To Solve Any Problem

By 
Drew Carey, BCC
Certified Life Coach

A Coach Simpleton Guide
Why make it harder than it has to be?
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The concept of mind mapping 

and mind maps has been credited 

to British speaker and educational 

consultant Tony Buzan. At its most 

basic level, a mind map is simply a 

visual representation of concepts, 

ideas and random thoughts created 

by the brain and captured by a scribe 

(yourself or someone you designate).  

A mind map can be used for a 

variety of reasons, including:

•	 Generating ideas during a 

brainstorming session

•	 Creativity exercises

•	 Problem solving

•	 Study tool for connecting and 

better understanding complex 

ideas or terms

•	 Outline creator for longer term 

papers and books

I spent my own professional 

career in health care marketing. 

I used mind maps to generate 

ideas for marketing campaigns – 

including competitor intelligence, 

headlights look.  

The bottom line 

is that you are 

getting no fresh 

ideas, so no one 

is talking because they aren’t excited, 

and there’s nothing to talk about. 

Maybe worse is when you have 

a project you need to work on, and 

there’s a looming deadline. You find 

yourself hanging out in the break 

room hoping some social interaction 

will get your brain moving again. Or 

you are avoiding your boss because 

you haven’t made any more progress 

since the last time she asked you. 

Those  in creative professions 

know this feeling.  

The proverbial 

“writer’s block” can stymie even 

the most prolific author. There’s the 

pressure of expectation if you’ve 

delivered in the past. Or maybe 

you are hoping to catch a break, but 

you can’t seem to put two words 

together, let alone a brilliant plotline. 

Your last painting sold for hundreds 

of dollars, and you have a patron 

who’s excited to get your next work 

of art. And yet, you sit in front of a 

consumer segmentation and tactical 

ideas. I used them in meetings with 

clients to help us get unstuck and 

start the flow of ideas.  Today, as a 

certified life coach, I use them with 

my life coaching clients to help 

them generate ideas. When I create 

workbooks like the one you are 

now reading, I create a mind map 

to create an intelligent order to the 

book and arrange my ideas within 

these categories. 

We’ve all experienced that 

uncomfortable realization that “I got 

nothing.”  No ideas are coming to 

you, your brain feels like it’s drying 

up. Perhaps you are preparing 

for a meeting with your boss or 

colleagues.  Or perhaps you are the 

one leading the meeting, and you 

look out to everyone in the room.  

Either they look very nervous, or 

bored, or angry, or just have an 

overall glassy-eyed, deer-in-the-

Mind Mapping for 
Problem Solving

The pain of a ‘dry spell’
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canvass, your mind totally blank. 

Have you ever sat in a meeting 

and got the feeling that everyone 

(including you!) was waiting for 

the next guy to take the “bull by the 

horns” and offer up some ideas? For 

making a good impression with the 

boss and being seen as a leader, there 

are few things better than coming 

to a meeting excited and brimming 

with ideas.  It makes your boss’s 

life easier or the person leading the 

meeting.  You’ll be remembered as 

the resourceful, can-do person.  And 

we’ve all experienced the miracle 

that occurs when one person 

throws out an idea, and this causes 

a wildfire of other ideas.  From this 

wildfire, the group can 

whittle down the many 

so-so ideas to the best idea. Taking 

5-10 minutes the day before a 

meeting to create a mind map based 

on the meeting topic or goal can pay 

huge dividends to your career and 

chances for promotion.

If I could get a nickel for every 

client who has told me how lazy they 

are, or a procrastinator, or indecisive 

or otherwise bashing themselves 

for not making more progress 

on their personal goals, well, I’d 

probably have over $100.  People 

are aghast at how much time they 

wasted watching television at night 

or napping or reading magazines 

– you insert your time-wasting 

activity here – while they could 

have been making progress on their 

goals.  Maybe they want to paint a 

bedroom.  They know they could get 

it done in 3-4 evenings.  But 

they find themselves wasting 

time and bashing themselves 

for it.

I talk in more depth about the 

brain chemistry involved in feeling 

stuck, feeling overwhelmed in 

another workbook. I propose that 

when we are engaged in some time-

wasting activity, 

it’s actually our 

brain reacting 

naturally to feeling 

overwhelmed. 

This is the “freeze” 

response in the 

more recognized 

“fight or flight” 

response. We forget 

that we can also 

freeze in times of stress.  A stressed-

What’s in it for you?

Mind mapping for 
personal projects 
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out brain is a worthless brain.  You 

have to trick the brain out of the 

stressed state into a more relaxed, 

resourceful state.  One great way to 

do this is to start a mind map.  A 

shameless plug here:  working with 

a professionally trained life coach is 

another great way to get the brain 

into a more relaxed state.

I like to make things as simple as 

possible.  You could easily get hung 

up in doing a mind map perfectly, 

but you’d be defeating the purpose 

of the mind map in the first place. 

Forget about using different colored 

markers or having thicker or 

thinner lines attaching ideas. Here 

are my 7 ways to do an effective 

mind map.  

1) I start out with a big piece 

of paper.  I buy 11x17 tabloid size 

paper for my mind maps. I also use 

this size for taking notes during 

my life coaching sessions. This lets 

me create a mind map on the fly 

for my client.  You could just tape 

recommend it!

3) In the middle of the piece 

of paper, write down a word or 

phrase that will tell you what the 

problem, issue, goal or project you 

are focusing on. Draw a box around 

this idea. 

4) Next, create an open-ended 

question in your mind about this 

topic. Some examples to get you 

thinking might include:

•	 What are all the possible ways I 

might solve this problem?

•	 How have I/others tackled this 

problem in the past?

•	 What’s the next step I need 

together two 

pieces of letter 

size paper. I’ll 

also use the 

whiteboard in 

my office to 

create a mind 

map. If I am 

doing it for a 

client, I will use my phone to snap 

a photo of it when we’re done 

and send this to my client by 

email.

2) You can use a pencil, pen or 

marker. With clients, I tend to use 

a fine-tip, black Sharpie 

marker. When I do 

mind maps for my own 

personal projects, I tend 

to use a pencil with a 

good eraser. I sometimes 

erase things and want that option to 

do so, even though it goes against 

my own advice to not censor or edit 

yourself in any way. But I don’t tend 

to erase ideas; mostly, it’s erasing 

an “e” and rewriting it if it looks 

messy.  This still tends to derail the 

momentum needed for an effective 

mind mapping session, so I don’t 

How to get started

Whatever is the first thought 
or idea that comes into your 
head, no matter how silly 
or irrelevant it might seem, 
WRITE IT DOWN!  
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to take to move this project 

forward?

•	 If I could ask [father, mother, 

best friend, mentor, most 

admired person in history, 

author, expert] what would he/

she tell me to do?

5) Now, let your brain do 

the work, and you be the scribe. 

Whatever is the first thought or idea 

that comes into your head, no matter 

how silly or irrelevant it might seem, 

WRITE IT DOWN!  You can draw a 

line first from the middle box to this 

new idea, or just start writing the 

idea and connect it later with a line 

back to the middle box (See Figure 

1). Please don’t censor yourself at 

this stage! You are simply trying to 

generate as many ideas right now 

of the Gettysburg Address as 

you can remember, the words to 

your favorite song or a list of your 

relatives. Many times, just the 

physical action of moving your 

hand will send a message to your 

brain that you are ready to start 

writing. 

6) If you write down an idea 

and the next idea seems to be 

related to it, you can connect the 

two ideas with a line.  In other 

words, it’s separate from the middle 

box. That’s okay. In my example 

below, I got ideas for casual and 

fancy restaurants we might like to 

go to.  So an example of a casual 

place to eat would be any fast 

food restaurant. Oh, there is a 

McDonald’s on the way to the movie 

theatre.  So I drew a line from Fast 

Food -----> McDonald’s.  Make 

sense?

7) Once I feel as though I am 

“spent,” that I have wrung out every 

as possible, no matter how goofy, 

insane or frighteningly mental they 

might seem to you at first. This one 

idea will create another idea, and 

another, and another, until the entire 

page is covered in ideas. 

If nothing is coming to you, you 

can take a break and tell yourself, 

“When I come back to this exercise, 

I will be filled with ideas.” You can 

also try this writers’ trick:  turn the 

page over and just start doodling, 

drawing 

shapes, or 

lines, or 

sunbursts.  

Or start 

writing down anything: as much 

Many times, just the physical 
action of moving your hand will 
send a message to your brain that 
you are ready to start writing. 

Idea generators

PET brain scan images below show how different parts of the cerebral cortex light 
up when we engage in different activities like writing or  speaking.



Page 6
© 2013-Present. Wisdom Coaching of Indiana dba Solution-Focused Coaching Services LLC. All rights reserved.

Figure 1
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Figure 2
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idea I can and captured it on the 

piece of paper, I sit back and review 

what I wrote.  I circle items that are 

most important for me to consider 

(See Figure 2).  The first thing I 

circled in my example is “1 hour” 

under “Time Available.” We don’t 

have a lot of time before the movie 

starts to get something to eat. Based 

on this criteria, I circled “Casual” for 

the type of place we can go – going 

to a fancy restaurant would take too 

much time. Next decision is to try 

to eat healthy or not, given we don’t 

have a lot of time 

to spare. 

We decide we 

want to try to 

find some place 

healthy to eat. 

Next up, how far 

is the restaurant 

from the theatre?  

Driving downtown would be too far 

so we decide to focus our attention 

on places in Broad Ripple, a fun 

neighborhood in Indianapolis.  We 

decided that it didn’t matter if the 

restaurant was one of our “tried and 

true” standby places or if we’d push 

Final decision?  Ezra’s 

Enlightened Café, a new (but worth 

trying), vegan, live and raw food 

café in Broad Ripple. 

There are a lot of mind mapping 

tools out there, web sites, apps, 

programs, etc., etc., etc., etc.! And 

I am always tempted to err on 

the side of technology first. You 

can do what you want, but my 

experience is that using a computer 

or online program for 

mind mapping saps the 

creative energy out of 

the process.  It loses the 

spontaneity that makes 

this process so strong.  

You want to be able to 

quickly capture every 

idea that comes to you 

and connect them in a way that 

makes the most sense to you.  

Perhaps if I was more practiced 

in one of these programs, I’d change 

my mind.  But I find that I spend a 

lot of precious brain power ensuring 

I am picking the correct shape or 

ourselves to try a new unproven 

place that might have bad (slow) 

service.

So among all the choices I wrote 

down, I started to cross 

out the ones that did 

not meet our criteria.  

No to fancy restaurants. No to 

fast food places that wouldn’t be 

healthy. Boogie Burger has the best 

hamburgers in Indianapolis, and 

it is in Broad Ripple but it’s not 

exactly healthy for us. We’ll eat there 

another time, but not tonight before 

the movie.  Cross it off the list.  

Among the healthy options, Seasons 

52 is a fancy place, and 3 Sisters 

is a place we have never eaten, so 

we aren’t sure we want to take the 

chance on slow service that would 

make us late to our movie.  

Software versus 
pen and paper
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Figure 3
(used with permission)
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line to use. And, like I said, I like 

simple.  The shape of the box or 

using a thick, double line or not 

is not as important as this process 

serving you and your needs. I 

recommend a plain old pen and 

paper system.  

I used a silly, simple “problem” 

as my example: where to eat before 

going to see a movie. But boy, we 

can still get stuck on something 

even this easy:  

“Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know. Where do you want to go?” 

“I don’t care. That’s why I am asking you.”

“I don’t care either. You just pick a place, 

and I’ll be fine with that.”

“Okay, how about McDonald’s?”

“No, I want something healthier.”

“Fine, then you pick.”  And, go back to 

number one, above.

My point here is that a problem 

can be as big or small as we want 

to make it. The same dynamics are 

involved, and that’s that we usually 

feel stuck and are unsure how to 

move forward.  The mind map is 

just one technique you can use 

to help yourself get unstuck and 

moving forward with a lot of ideas.

I am including another mind 

map example.  This one is a bit 

loftier: how to solve global warming 

as an individual. Same concepts are 

at work here, and this can be used 

for any major public health issue 

(see Figure 3).

Let’s say you are having a conflict 

with someone at work.  Or you are 

on a project team, and the team 

is at an impasse on how to move 

forward.  Or you want to start 

eating better and exercising more. 

Or you have to coordinate an event 

for your child’s school. 

The true beauty of the mind map 

process is that it is simple enough to 

work on any problem.

Practice exercises and examples
     Now, it’s time for you to practice.  
Try your hand at coming up with 
ideas, thoughts, solutions – anything 
that comes to your mind – with the 
following practice exercises. 
     Figure 4 on the next page shows an 
example many of us work on – how 
to incorporate regular exercise into 
our daily lives. 
     The middle box contains your 
problem statement, a goal you want 
to achieve, a question you want to 
answer, or simply a word or phrase 
that is meaningful to you. 

f an idea came to you right away, when you read this question, write it down 
here:    

 

If you are having trouble thinking of the first idea, how might you think 
differently about this question? Try asking yourself:
1. What if it was easy for me to exercise three times a week, what would 

that be like? How would I have accomplished that?
2. What obstacles or barriers get in my way of exercising and what can I 

do to change these?
3. If I were to take a completely opposite approach to how I have always 

seen exercise, what would that be?
Now, write down an answer here:

Now transfer these answers to any box on the next page.

A final word on 
problem solving
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Figure 4
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Practice exercises and examples
 
Continue until you’ve filled all six 
boxes with a new idea or an idea 
related to another box you filled in. 
If you found it difficult to come up 
with six ideas, take a moment to re-
view page 3 about idea  generation. 
Write down your own ideas for how 
you might make this process easier. 

 
Ready to try another one? See Figure 5.  We’ve all experienced the pain of conflict, whether it’s a fight with our 
spouse, a falling out with a old friend, or a work colleague who is being difficult. Mind mapping can help you 
come up with the best ideas for resolving this conflict, ideas that are best suited to you, because you created them.
1. Write down the name of the person you want to work on in the middle box
2. Sit quietly for a few minutes and think about your relationship with this person.  Have you always had a 

problem with this person? Or did it start as a result of something happening between you two? How was the 
relationship before that happened? How would you like the relationship to be in the future?

3. If you are having trouble, try answering this question:  What would this person tell me is the reason for our 
troubled relationship? How am I contributing to it?  How might I change myself first? What are those ideas 
and write those ideas in the boxes. Can you come up with four ideas?

Figure 5
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Are you ready to try this on something more personal? What would you like to work on? 
1. Is there a problem you are having?  3.   A relationship that needs fixing? 
2. Do you have a project you need to finish?  4.   A goal you want to achieve?
Write it down in the middle box below and use the tools in this workbook to help you generate ideas. Have fun 
with it!  Remember that no one will see this except you!
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Drew Carey, BCC
Board-Certified Coach
Drew Carey spent his professional career in health 
care marketing for Indiana’s largest health care 
providers. He led the branding teams for diverse 
major hospital service lines including orthopedics, 
neuroscience, bariatrics and geriatrics, among others. 
He directed the rebranding effort when two of the 
region’s largest neurosurgery physician practices 
merged in 2010. He has extensive experience in 
marketing, branding, corporate communication and 
public relations.

He received his undergraduate training in 
journalism and has always considered himself 
to be a communicator above all else. Heeding a 
lifelong calling to enter into a helping profession, 
he completed a life and business coaching training 
program at Erickson College in 2012 and opened 
his coaching business, Solution-Focused Coaching 
Services, in 2013. He took his own “leap of faith” 
and left his job in March of 2013 to devote himself 
full-time to coaching. Drew considers coaching to be 
a natural extension of his identity as a communicator.

 Today, his clients are diverse, from college 
students trying to find their way in the world 
to retirees seeking to establish their “personal 
legend.” He works primarily, though, with midlife 
professionals who seek to reconnect to their passion 
for the work they do.

He completed the certification requirements 
and passed the examination from the Center for 
Credentialing and Education to become a board-
certified coach (BCC). He is a pending Associate 
Certified Coach (ACC) through the International 
Coach Federation (ICF), having completed all 
requirements and submitted his application for this 
credential.

In addition to marketing and communications, 
Drew worked several years as a corporate trainer.  He 
became a master certified trainer and a certified 
instructional designer through Langevin Learning 
Services.  Drew incorporates adult learning principles 
into all his workshops to ensure an engaging, 
stimulating experience for attendees.  Drew’s natural 
humor creates a relaxed environment conducive to 
learning and an overall enjoyable experience.

Drew Carey, BCC

Drew Carey is available for individual coaching,  group 
facilitation, and consulting on employee satisfaction and work/
life balance.  He offers workshops and keynote addresses of 
any length on the following topics:
• Employee Satisfaction
• Team Development
• Conflict Resolution using Non-Violent Communication
• Values Development and Integration
• Passion and Talent Identification
• Strengths-Based Personal Success Planning 
• Getting Unstuck with Creativity Exercises
• Basics of Neurolinguistic Programming (NLP)
• Leadership Coaching Skills
• Corporate and Personal Branding
• Marketing for Small Businesses
• Goal Development and Achievement
• Time Management
• Interpersonal Communication Skill Development
• Other topics as requested and agreed upon

Office and Mailing Address
1060 East 86th Street, Suite 61-J
Indianapolis, IN 46260

Office and cell phone: (317) 670-5912
Website:  http://www.solution-focusedcoaching.com
Email: drew@solution-focusedcoaching.com


