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A mind map is a graphical way of 
recording, memorising and outputting 

information in a visually expressive 
way. The concept of mind mapping was 
introduced by Tony Buzan in his book Use 
your Head, first published in 1974. As this 
was before the general use of computers, 
mind maps were mainly hand drawn, with 
an emphasis on using colour, pictures 
and keywords. With the introduction of 
computers, software has become available 
to generate mind maps that can be stored, 
searched and linked to other media.

ROOTS OF VISUAL MAPPING
The first recorded use of visual mapping 
was by the Greek Philosopher Porphyry of 
Tyre in the 3rd Century CE. Leonardo da 
Vinci was purported to be a mind mapper, 
but no examples exist – which is surprising, 

given that he kept detailed records of his 
work. François Demoulins de Rochefort 
produced a simple mind map in the 16th 
Century in his Traité des Vertus Cardinales 
(Treatise on the Cardinal Virtues). There are 
also examples of visual maps in the diaries 
of Sir Isaac Newton. 

HOW TO MIND MAP
Whether you make a paper or electronic 
mind map, the concept is the same. Start 
with a title in the middle of the page or 
screen, then add topics and sub-topics 
with keywords or short sentences. Images 
or pictures can be added for emphasis. 

‘Mind maps’: helping from 
pedagogy to packing
IAN DICKINSON

A straw poll at the recent 
Royal Society of Medicine 
Winter Meeting in Saalbach, 
Austria, showed that only 
a handful of delegates 
were aware of ‘mind maps’ 
– surprising given that an 
internet search will find 
millions of mind map images 
and articles. In this article 
the author describes the 
basic concept of mind maps 
and how they can be used by 
healthcare professionals in 
their work.

Ian Dickinson, Consultant Urological 
Surgeon, Darent Valley Hospital,  
Dartford, Kent
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Figure 1. Mind map summarising a transurethral resection of the prostate (TURP)
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Curved lines are better than straight lines 
and colour makes them more memorable. 
Mind maps are read in a clockwise fashion 
starting at the top of the page; sub-topics 
are read from top to bottom. The most 
important factor is that all the information 
is stored on one sheet of paper or screen. 
Because of this, the brain is constantly 
reviewing all the information, allowing it to 
be stored and recalled more easily.

Paper mind maps are useful when taking 
notes in lectures or meetings, as they 
can be done quickly and changes made 
if necessary. Problems can arise if they 
are large and need to be altered. In this 
situation, they often look untidy and  
there may not be enough space for  
the additional information. Electronic  
mind maps, on the other hand, allow for 
changes to be made and automatically 
restructure themselves so that they always 
look neat and balanced. In addition, 
information can be added in the form of 
notes and pictures, and it is possible to 
hyperlink to other mind maps, web pages 
or even calendars, which can be useful 
when planning an event. 

USES OF MIND MAPS
Figure 1 shows a computer-generated 
mind map for a transurethral resection of 

the prostate (TURP). This could have been 
generated from a lecture; alternatively, it 
could be used to plan a presentation or 
write a book. 

There are numerous other uses for mind 
maps. Taking notes is an obvious one, 
planning anything from lectures to 
meetings, and they can easily be used for 
giving a presentation or talk, especially 
when you are not planning to use 
PowerPoint slides as a prompt.

Other examples of the use of mind 
maps include book summaries, project 
management, the organisation of 
meetings, to-do lists, decision-making, 
brainstorming and packing lists. Once 
stored on computer, the mind map can be 
adapted and changed whenever necessary. 
Figure 2 shows the planning mind map for 
a regional audit meeting. 

SOFTWARE
There are two basic types of software: 
desktop versions, which are installed locally 
on your computer/tablet, or web-based 
software, which runs in your internet 
browser without the need for installation. 
A major advantage of the latter is that 
your mind map will always be up to date 
on whatever platform you use. 

Some mind mapping software is free, but 
may have limited functionality. Paid-for 
versions generally have more functionality, 
although it may be worthwhile to try free 
versions before deciding if you need a 
more sophisticated version. Good paid-for 
programs include iMindMaps, which is the 
closest to the mind maps conceived by 
Tony Buzan, and Mindjet MindManager, 
which is the market leader.

HYPERLINKING, EXPORTING  
AND STORAGE
When using computer-generated mind 
maps, it is possible to hyperlink to 
other mind maps, websites, documents, 
spreadsheets and presentations. Mind 
maps can be exported and converted 
into Word documents, PowerPoint 
presentations and websites, and can be 
printed in PDF, Word or Page format.

Mind maps can be stored electronically  
and accessed easily, as the software  
works across operating systems and  
devices, including Mac, Windows, tablets 
and smartphones. 

HAND-DRAWN OR COMPUTER-
GENERATED MIND MAPS?
Hand-drawn mind maps are best  
when learning or memorising is involved. 
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Figure 2. Planning for an audit meeting
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A good example of this would be when 
preparing for an exam – generate a  
mind map of the subject from memory, 
then check what has been missed 
from notes/articles/books and add this 
information to your mind map. A few 
hours or days later, redraw the mind  
map from memory to see that the 
information has been retained. 

Hand-drawn maps are good for taking 
notes during lectures and meetings, and 
also excellent for recalling information 
during a written exam. Computer-generated 
maps are best when the information 
changes frequently, for example in project 
management. They are very good when 

sharing information such as agendas and 
minutes of meetings. 

FURTHER INFORMATION
There are many books available on mind 
mapping. One of the most comprehensive 
is Mind Mapping for Dummies, which is 
also available for download to a Kindle 
reader. It covers numerous topics, including 
how to mind map, the uses of mind maps, 
a comprehensive overview of available 
software and how to use individual programs.

There are a number of books that focus 
specifically on medical mind maps. Mind 
Maps in Surgery  by Youssefi Pouya includes a 
number of mind maps on urological subjects. 

The internet is another excellent source of 
mind maps. A Google search on ‘urological 
mind maps’ reveals numerous examples.

CONCLUSIONS
Mind maps are a personal and unique  
way of making notes, planning and  
storing information. The author would 
encourage readers to try taking notes  
at meetings and then transferring them 
to a computer version in order to practise 
hand-written and computer-generated 
mind maps. Looking at other people’s mind 
maps, whilst useful, is never as good as 
making your own. 
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