


I want to show you something…









Most* People, when they 
encounter a blank screen, 

never come back. 

* THE OVERWHELMING MAJORITY!



Blank Screens Are Scary!
(For Most people)



“The ‘blank canvas’ problem isn’t just about the absence of 
content, but about the lack of initial direction. When users 
are faced with a completely empty starting point, they’re forced to 
invent both the material and the structure in order to make 
progress. This often creates hesitation, slows momentum, and 
makes starting a task the most difficult part. We can reduce this 
friction by designing tools that scaffold users’ early steps, enabling 
them to efficiently find the direction towards their goal.”

“Diving Deep into AI Use Cases” | Dan SafFer, Sep 21, 2025



1.The “Blank Screen” Problem 

 

2.How Do you use visuals  
to Make sense of stuff?



I am a visual Sensemaker!
Medical charts

Concept Models

Shopping!

User Interfaces

CanvasesFacilitation









How I work, everyday!



Every one of these visuals began with 
question(s) and a blank screen.
“What Does a Product Manager 
Actually DO?”

“ IS there a Useful way to 
organize my AI concerns?”

“How do I make Jjajangmyeun?”

“Which rice cooker should I buy?”

“What does OT Cybersecurity monitor?”



Start with a Framing 
Question (or Questions)

Tip!Tip!



“What Does a Product Manager 
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“ IS there a Useful way to 
organize my AI concerns?”

“How do I make Jjajangmyeun?”
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Every one of these visuals began with 
question(s) and a blank screen.



“What Does a Product Manager 
Actually DO?”

“ IS there a Useful way to 
organize my AI concerns?”

“How do I make Jjajangmyeun?”

“Which rice cooker should I buy?”

“What does OT Cybersecurity monitor?”

Every one of these visuals began with 
question(s) and a blank screen.

Demystify 
what 

happens here!



Note:  NOT sketchnoting

Ideas from data 
visualization (+ elsewhere) 

…But Focused on Concepts

* SpatIAL Arrangement * Visual Encodings



My goal for this talk…
Stated Differently,



To make this…

…Less scary!
-   +100%

<The Blank Canvas>



To make this…
Miro 
Mural 
FigJam 
TLDraw 
Excalidraw 
Obsidian Canvas 
HeptaBase 
KosmiK 
Noteey 
Freeform 
Etc! -   +100%

<The Blank Canvas>

…Less scary!



To make this…

…Less scary!

<The Blank Canvas>
A Blank 
Sheet of 
Paper! 



Less scary! Exciting!
But Not Just



Less scary! Exciting!
But Not JustREADY?
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“Content”



Text editors Mind Mapping 
Tools

Templates! 
(Canvases, Frameworks, etc.) 

Facilitation 
Activities 
(example, example, Example)

Created by Cuan Studio
from Noun Project Created by Daniel Falk

from the Noun Project

Created by royyanandrian
from the Noun Project

Created by ihsan permana
from the Noun Project

Or pages / walls!

(Or Blank-ish)
All of these start with no content and blank screens… 
But First, Why are these Ok? !



Text editors Mind Mapping 
Tools

Templates! 
(Canvases, Frameworks, etc.) 

Facilitation 
Activities 
(example, example, Example)

In contrast, the blank canvas starts with  
BOTH No CONTENT AND NO Pre-Defined Structure!

Created by Cuan Studio
from Noun Project Created by Daniel Falk

from the Noun Project

Created by royyanandrian
from the Noun Project

Created by ihsan permana
from the Noun Project

Limiting Structure:  

-Linear
Limiting Structure: 

-Branching
Limiting Structure:   

-Guided
Limiting Structure: 
Varies / Invoked 
(by Facilitator)

All of these start with no content and blank screens… (Or pages / walls!)
(Or Blank-ish)

But First, Why are these Ok? !



In contrast, the blank canvas starts with  
BOTH No CONTENT AND NO Pre-Defined Structure!"



“Tabula Rasa”

3 Kinds of “Blank Canvas” situations:

No Content No 
Structure

“The “Provocation” A concept to 
start with

No 
Structure

“The Inventory” Concepts 
to organize

No 
Structure

Note taking, research, etc. 

Something said that feels… off

A collection of concepts 
waiting to be organized

And how to respond:

Capture,  Encode, 
& Arrange

Least 
Difficult

Most 
Difficult

Interrogate 
“Visual Interrogation”

Inspect + Organize 
“Visual inspection”

?

?

?
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Clarity!
Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept



Some Examples…  
(Of concepts waiting to be organized)

Types of Gatherings

Meetup
Banquet

Panel

Symposium

Masterclass

Conference

Festival
Ceremony

Keynote

Lecture

Gala

Workshop

Seminar Town Hall
Class

Training

Webinar



Some Examples…  
(Of concepts waiting to be organized)

“Co” words

Command

Consideration

Co-Creation

Co-Ownership

Competition

Collaboration

Conflict
Community

Cohort

Communication

Consultation

Coordination

Cooperation



Some Examples…  
(Of concepts waiting to be organized)

Can I eat This?

Best by

Sell by

Freeze by

Enjoy by
Use by

Delicious if 
used by



Something I’m working on…



Clarity!
Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

So what 
happens here?!



What most 
people try:

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept



try out MORE 
Visuals

Inspect the 
concepts



try out MORE 
Visuals

Inspect the 
concepts



try out MORE 
Visuals

SPECTRUM STACKED RANK PYRAMID 3 POINTS BULLSEYE

SEGMENTED 
SPECTRUM 2X2 FUNNEL COMMON CENTER RADAR CHART

DIVIDED GRADIENT
SPECTRUM 2X2

BOWTIE 
(INPUT OUTPUT) TABLE

EXPANDING 
CIRCLES

SEQUENTIAL FLOW 9 BOX STAIRCASE
NESTED 

CONTAINERS VENN

INFINITY LOOP
PARALLEL 

SEQUENCE PROS / CONS PILLARS BRANCHES

CYCLE CENTRAL HUB 2X2 BOXES HONEYCOMB STACKED PLANES

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Common Visual Patterns:

14



Tip!
Build up a bank of 
visual primitives

Tip!
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try out MORE 
Visuals

Inspect the 
concepts



try out MORE 
Visuals

Inspect the 
concepts



ROUND 1… 

Physical Objects



A B C



INSTRUCTIONS: 
1. Place the objects on a flip chart sheet. 

2.  Organize the objects in  
      some meaningful way* 
3. Add markings and labels to the flip chart 

sheet to clarify your arrangement 

* Some pattern of organization that at a glance reveals something 
about the collection of objects. Be prepared to share what question(s) 
your arrangement answers.

EXERCISE!







Why do You Think I start 
with Physical objects?  
(Instead of concepts)

Session Chat! 
Session Chat! 



YOU already organize 
THINGS in Your world 
All the time!

…You have the skills to 
organize Concepts. 

-Food in your Pantry / Fridge 
-Clothes in your closeT 
-Books on a shelf



SIZE: 
Small

COLOR: 
Red

FACE INFO: 
numeric (Pips)

SIDES: 
6

MATERIAL: 
Plastic

Etc.



SIZE: 
Medium

MATERIAL: 
Glass / Metal

SAFETY / AGE LEVEL: 
5+

IP ALIGNED?: 
[No]

PURPOSE: 
Functional

BREAKABLE: 
Yes!

Etc.

SURFACE: 
Reflective



try out MORE 
Visuals

Inspect the 
concepts



try out MORE 
Visuals

Inspect the 
concepts



try out MORE 
Visuals

Inspect the 
concepts





!
!

!



!
!

!

SPACE(S)

OBJECTS



WHICH DATA 
WHERE? 
• Are any of these data points 

more important than the 
others?

• Based on what we’re 
showing, do one or two of 
these map better to 
Space(s) than other(s)?

• Should any of this 
information be aggregated 
or averaged together?

• Does information need to 
be compared?

• etc.

TIP: Put your most important 
data point(s) in the space(s)!

!
!

!

SPACE(S)

OBJECTS





ROUND 2… 

Concepts

CommunicationCoordination

Collaboration

Webinar
Conference

Workshop



Literal Conceptual

Workshop

MATERIAL: 
Glass / Metal

PURPOSE: 
Functional
BREAKABLE: 
Yes!

FACE INFO: 
numeric (Pips)

MATERIAL: 
Plastic

PARTICIPANTS: 
A FEW DOZEN?
FOCUS: 
Activity



Clarity!
Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

Concept

So what 
happens here?!



Source: Dave Gray “Organizing things” with inspiration from Oliver Caviglioli’s book Organise Ideas.

COLLECT CURATE

SHARE

REFINE

Visual Interrogation

ORGANIZEINSPECT ITERATESELECT

By SEQUENCE
Sort information according to some 
kind of value. This could be numerical 
value (1, 2, 3), relative importance 
(high, medium, low), difficulty (easy, 
moderate, difficult), or time 
(beginning, middle, end).

In What order?

By SYSTEM
Arrange information according to 
connections and interrelationships. A 
map, for example, organizes visual 
elements so that you can determine 
where things are relative to 
everything else.

What are the relationships?

By COMPARISON
Sort information into categories, 
according to similarities and differences. 
Any category, by definition, is selective.

Compared to what?

Combining methods leads to insight.
You can combine these organizing 
principles to generate insights. There 
are an infinite number of possible 
combinations, but you can generate 
many possibilities by remembering to 
ask these three questions:

• In What order?

• Compared to what?

• What are the relationships?

14
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One more thing… 
(What’s different about this curation?)

Hario v60
Concept

Grind Size

Water

Beans

Light 
Roast

Dark 
Roast

Brew  
Method

Chemex

Water 
tEmp.

Kalita 
Wave

Single 
Origin

(Brewing Coffee)

Roast 
Date

Session Chat! 
Session Chat! 



Comparable things 
(Types of x)

Parts of a Whole 
(Interrelated Parts)

Visual Inspection applies to Both:

-AND ALSO-





“Tabula Rasa”

3 Kinds of “Blank Canvas” situations:

No Content No 
Structure

“The “Provocation” A concept to 
start with

No 
Structure

“The Inventory” Concepts 
to organize

No 
Structure

Note taking, research, etc. 

Something said that feels… off

A collection of concepts 
waiting to be organized

And how to respond:

Capture,  Encode, 
& Arrange

Least 
Difficult

Most 
Difficult

Interrogate 
“Visual Interrogation”

Inspect + Organize 
“Visual inspection”

?
?
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Is competition 
Good or Bad? All lies 

are Bad

The customer 
is always right

You can either 
innovate, imitate, 
or get left behindA hot dog is 

a sandwich

Mistakes are 
how we learn



Is competition 
Good or Bad?

<LIVE DEMO>



C1

C3
C2

C4

C5

C2C1

C3 C4

C1

C2
C3

C1

C3

C2

C1
C2
C3

C1 C2

C1 C2

C1 C2

C1
C3

C2

Maybe it’s not 
either/or, but…

Maybe they’re ends 
on a spectrum?

A SERIES OR SEQUENCE:

This, then That

A HIERARCHY:

Concepts as 
SPACES

Concepts as 
POLES

Are these concepts all proportionate? 
Is there an asymmetrical relationship 

between these concepts?
Maybe you mix the 
concepts in various 

combinations?

Arriving at a good visual representation of an idea is a process of inspecting 
(1) concepts, (2) examples that align to these concepts, and (3) visual ways to 
represent the relationships between these concepts. Here’s a example 
thought process you can follow for your visual interrogation:

EQUALIZER
C2C1 C3 C4 C5

C2C1

C3

C4

C2C1
C3

C4

C2C1

C3 C4

C1
C2
C3

C1

C3

C2

C1C4

C3

C2

C1 ? C2

C1

C3

C2

C1

C2

C1 C4 C5!C3C2

A Visual Interrogation Flowchart (Version 0.1)

This follows That
This belongs to That

This or That

This overlaps 
with that

C1 C2

EQ
U

A
L

U
N

EQ
U

A
L

One concept.
Is this true? 
Maybe there’s 
more to this?

Two concepts Maybe it’s 
four concepts. Maybe more?Maybe there’s a 

third concept?

Are there 
labels for the 
in-between 

regions?

C1C2

TIP! Explore many “examples” of each 
concept—these examples will often 
refine or reveal additional concepts!

TIP! Add a split or overlay pattern to 
symmetrical models, as a way to increase 
the number of concepts represented!C1 C3C2

C7 C2
C6 C1 C3

C5 C4

C2

C1

C3

C5

C4

C1
C3C2
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Capture + Encode Arrange



Capture + Encode Arrange



<LIVE DEMO>



Tip!
Use color, size, Grouping, 
border, connectors, etc.

Tip!

(And be intentional with the use of these things!) 



STICKY NOTES AND VISUAL ENCODINGS:



STICKY NOTES AND VISUAL ENCODINGS:

Size COLOR

ANNOTATIONROTATION



To show 
CATEGORY

To show 
PRECISE QUANTITY

To show 
GENERAL QUALITATIVE 

INFORMATION

To show 
SEQUENCE

Form: Orientation limited

Form: Line Length

Form: Line Width limited

Form: Size / Area

Form: Enclosure

Form: Shape limited

Form: Curvature

Form: Proximity ( ) ( )

Form: Added Marks limited

Pattern Density limited limited

Line Pattern

Line Endings

Color: Hue

Color: Intensity
(Saturation, Brightness, Opacity)

Spatial Position: 2-D Position

Motion limited ( )

Texture limited

Rotation limited limited

Perspective limited

Iconography

Outline or Solid limited

Overlay limited

Overlap limited

Join limited

Aspect Ratio limited limited

Labels

Transformation limited

Quantity limited

1, 2, 3; A, B, C



To show 
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Iconography

Outline or Solid limited
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Labels

Transformation limited
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Tip!
Add Illustrations / 
Icons to text
(“Dual coding!”)

Tip!







Capture + Encode Arrange



Capture + Encode Arrange



Sequence: 
By Rank, time, Dependencies, etc.

Connect 
Related, flow, to align/reconcile

Arrange: 
Group, Place into, Nest within, place in proximity to…







Listen closely to 
your language. 
Writing out your thoughts can 
reveal how to draw your thinking. 

Tip!Tip!



“shipping containers get placed onto  trucks”

Shipping 
Containers Trucks

Placed 
On

(NOT THIS!)



• the people here are… 
• the steps to do this are… 
• at the bottom is… 
• this drives this other thing… 
• this unlocks that… 
• All of these are blocked by this… 
• Sitting behind all this… 
• And this is part of… 
• The barrier to this is… 
• The biggest challenge is… 
• This might lead to… <Mural>







No Content No 
Structure

A concept to 
start with

No 
Structure

Concepts 
to organize

No 
Structure

“Tabula Rasa”

3 Kinds of “Blank Canvas” situations:

“The “Provocation”

“The Inventory”

Note taking, research, etc. 

Something said that feels… off

A collection of concepts 
waiting to be organized

And how to respond:

Capture, Encode, 
& Arrange

Least 
Difficult

Most 
Difficult

Interrogate 
“Visual Interrogation”

Inspect + Organize 
“Visual inspection”



THANK 
YOU!!

Stephen P. Anderson


