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thinking styles
session 1: why thinking styles

session 2: finding affinities

session 3: making thinking styles

session 4: using thinking styles

the problem with personas
awareness of unconscious bias
necessary data characteristics
participant sketches & nicknames

establish the focus
the thinking styles working session

describing & labeling segments
time & place for demographics

check your work; compare & matrix
using segments & measuring value
making segments from existing data
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warmup exercise



personas

thinking-styles
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what is the heritage of 
personas vs. thinking-styles?



marketing informed Cooper/Goodwin 
informed

personas

problem-space 
research informed

thinking-styles

CC BY-NC 4.0 INDI YOUNG 5

what is the heritage of 
personas vs. thinking-styles?



https://neilpatel.com/blog/customer-who-doesnt-convert/
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what is the 
problem 
with these 
personas?
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what types of concepts belong to the 
surface vs. depth of what a person says?
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typical conversation 
surface
explanation
opinion 
preference 
statement of fact
scene setting
generalization
conjecture

giving direction
warning
advising
persuading
moralizing
judging
agreeing
shaming
analyzing
probing
reassuring
distracting

banter to ease tension
make them understand me
make them feel better
impress them
make them laugh, jokes

social goals responding intentions
connect with the other person
fix it for the other person
disagree/debate 
plan an exit strategy 
space out
question, probe

listening deeplydepth
inner thinking
emotional reactions
guiding principles

to understand someonecognitive 
empathy

cannot develop cognitive empathy up here
from the course 
Listening Deeply



homework review
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where is my focus of attention as I 
put myself out there in the airport 
and on the plane on the day of travel?



1. There is a folder of transcripts shared on Google drive. 

2. On the Sign-Up Sheet, put your name next one or two 
transcripts. (Let’s try to cover all the transcripts between us.) 

3. Read a transcript, which will take around 30 minutes.

4. On the 202105 Homework 1 Sheet, scribble down only ~10 
strong guiding principles & inner thinking for this person. 
You can recast as emotional reaction if helpful. Spend 15-20 
minutes writing these concepts. (during or after reading)

5. (Write the concepts as either lists or paragraphs. You do not 
need to do both. You can play with the two formats to see 
what’s comfortable.)

6. The idea is to represent the whole of this person with regard 
to the purpose of “day of air travel,” with special focus on 
which concepts represent them strongly.
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homework write the participant sketch

12

some folks re-nicknamed 
participants … I may not have 
explained clearly enough
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finding affinities
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1. remember each person

2. establish the focus

3. the TS working session

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles



CC BY-NC 4.0 INDI YOUNG

2. establish the focus

3. the TS working session

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

1. remember each person
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(1-2 hours of work)
before the working session:

ask the team to review their study participants to 
thoroughly understand & differentiate each individual

… to be able to bring each individual to mind during 
the working session

without relying on the sketches!
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2. establish the focus

3. the TS working session

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

1. remember each person
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if there are more than 8 participants:

it’s hard to keep each participant in your mind, so
assign a subset of participants to each team member
where you aim for overlap (each participant represented by at least two team members)

otherwise if less than 8 participants:

each team member reviews each participant



establish the focus
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1. remember each person 3. the TS working session

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

2. establish the focus
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there may be too many ways people can be grouped!

is there something you can use to limit your thinking 
… to keep from wasting time in the working session?

set your “off-limits”

for example …
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  E IN THE PACK ACT IN ACCORD WITH THE ALPHA
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  E IN THE PACK ACT IN ACCORD WITH THE ALPHA

purpose: what went through 
your mind yesterday, or on a 
very memorable day?



Ref: Mental Modelling: Qualitative Mapping Audience Behaviors, by V Malzer & S von Schrader, Cornell Employment & Disability, digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/edicollect/1354/

block towers windows
(summary of a person’s concept: inner 
thinking, reaction or guiding principle)

capabilities of org 
to support different 

thinking styles

neighborhood
thinking styles

gaps
(by tower & thinking style)
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  E IN THE PACK ACT IN ACCORD WITH THE ALPHA

very broad study, many 
participants … 

how do we limit, narrow the 
focus in order to find 
thinking styles?
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there are dog cognition experts & research centers

Yale Canine Cognition Center
Duke Canine Cognition Center
Arizona Canine Cognition Center
Nebraska Canine Cognition & 

Human Interaction Lab

let’s say this is our org
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“our hope is to create better canine training programs”
by aiming the programs at different canine thinking-styles

in training, the type of connection between 
the dog and the human is important

… this is a focus we can use in the thinking styles working 
session; everything else is off-limits
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you can look at your mental model diagram to 
select things to use as “off-limits”
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focus here

and maybe 
here?
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      

EAT BELONG WITH EVERYONE IN THE PACK ACT IN ACCORD WITH TH  
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include ALL participants

we will just ignore parts of the 
participants’ stories that are off-limits
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another example
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purpose: protect my small business 

Neighborhood 1: Approach to risk & protecting myself 
What owners perceive as threats, their feelings about risk 
as it manifests within their particular business, and what 
responses they’ve taken.

Neighborhood 2: What this business means to me
What role the small business plays in the owner’s life.

Neighborhood 3: How I ended up in this business
The subconscious reasoning behind the decision to do it.






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if you skipped making a mental model diagram, then you 
can ask yourself, “Did participants in listening sessions 
bring up stuff that is outside of the stuff that our org is 
interested in supporting?” … if so, that’s outside your focus

mental model diagram                      thinking styles
(aka “opportunity map”) +

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purpose: decide to attend a performance

Neighborhood 1: Choose/Find what to attend
I seek out performances that will fit my hopes/goals.

Neighborhood 2: Decide whether I will attend
There’s an opportunity, but do I want to go? Can I go?

Neighborhood 3: Organize a group to attend, logistics
The reason is to be with others, so I will make this happen.

Neighborhood 4: Enjoy the performance
What makes a performance fulfill my hopes/goals.

limit: do not consider 
(ignore) any thinking, 

reaction, or GP for these








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1. remember each person 3. the TS working session

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

2. establish the focus
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… or NOT! 

purposely reach beyond your org’s focus or priorities
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purpose: decide to attend college

Neighborhood 1: Decide to attend college
Form goals for my future, family’s future. Avoid the fate of my 
mother, grandmother. Earn more money via a career requiring 
a college degree. Find out about financial assistance. Find out 
about childcare. Get counseling about a major.

Neighborhood 2: Follow good learning habits



?
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purpose: take care of clothing

Neighborhood 1: How do I like to appear/dress?

Neighborhood 2: How I decide when/what to buy. 

Neighborhood 3: Clean the clothes
How do I clean special things or deal with stains, germs, 
sweat, and odors? How do I make sure things are clean but 
also conserve water and electricity? How do I preserve special 
items? How do I process everything smoothly?

Neighborhood 4: How I decide when/why/what to get rid of.

Neighborhood 5: How do I organize my clothing? 






?
?
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exercise list what is in or off-limits

1. As a group we will go to the Mural canvas 
and write down what we want to ignore that 
is outside of the airline’s focus or priority.
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1. remember each person 3. the TS working session

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

2. establish the focus
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exercise pare back to the essentials

1. Open your tab on the Google sheet from last 
week’s homework. 

2. Based on what we wrote on the Mural canvas, 
plus the purpose of taking this flight:
a) Cross out some of your summaries in 

your participant sketch(es).
b) Leave summaries that are pertinent, core, 

and memorable to this person as they 
pursued this purpose. 
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1. remember each person 3. the TS working session

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
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move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind
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“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work
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4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

2. establish the focus
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thinking-styles are contextual: any one person can "wear" 
a different thinking-style in a different context

tip: if one participant tells two stories (seemingly 
thinking-style-A for the first story and thinking-style-B 
for the second story) split that participant sketch into two 
IDs, like 221a and 221b, to represent the two stories

pay attention to context 
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transcripts broken into parts 
by context, where that context 
seems to show different 
thinking & guiding principles



the thinking styles working session
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1. remember each person

2. establish the focus

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
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iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

3. the TS working session
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thinking styles working session is MEMORY work,
NOT working with what's written in the sketch

hold the whole person in your mind

you work with what’s in the transcript, in detail, 
during the Concepts & Summaries phase
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participant sketch

sketch: to help you remember this individual, by 
providing a shorthand prompt for you to hold the 
strong guiding principles & inner thinking from 
the listening session in your mind during the 
thinking styles working session

format: the participant sketch can either be a 
paragraph or a set of lists

52
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participant sketch & nickname

purpose: to help you remember this individual, by 
providing a shorthand prompt for you to hold all the 
other details from the listening session in your mind 
during the thinking styles working session
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thinking-styles working session:

plan for 4-14 hours, split up as needed
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1. remember each person

2. establish the focus

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches
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guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

3. the TS working session
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 think of some participants who have something in 
common as a way to achieve the purpose 

at this point it’s only out-loud discussion that 
describes the groups (use colors?)

you will try several different groups like this
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1. remember each person

2. establish the focus

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

3. the TS working session
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wait for a few iterations, without annotation, 
to find agreement, or when you need a way 
to remember the reason for a group

 list several of these participants’ common 
inner thinking & guiding principles
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an annotation is written from memory of the 
whole listening sessions, not strictly formed 
from the participant sketches

do NOT compel yourself to use all the 
summaries

select only the pertinent ones across this 
group of participants, to see if they really 
work as a group
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you are making archetypes,
not containers for all the data

discard, discard, discard
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guiding principles

these are how people make a decision for themselves
in context toward the purpose

 I’m aiming for these while I’m out there in the 
airport or in the plane
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only 2-4 guiding principles will be in common

so these lists are too long
but get pared back as we work
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only 2-4 guiding principles will be in common

so these lists are too long
but get pared back as we work

how?
ask “why?” about some of your annotations

and keep adding people to the page
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who is missing?

we have 8 
participants who 
do not yet appear



CC BY-NC 4.0 INDI YOUNG

1. remember each person

2. establish the focus

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

3. the TS working session
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this can feel messy and random as we 
create, consider, and cast aside different 
group approaches to achieve the purpose

groups merge and dissolve, over and over

get as many of them that are viable on the 
page, and keep considering participants
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clear your mind, refocus again



this is about comparing PEOPLE not concepts

your cognition will fight you
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“Seriously, I'm astonished at how ingrained the 
‘nouning’ and ‘theme generation’ practice is, even 
after having looked at qual data in this different 
way. I think it's because of the action of affinity 
making. That on its own is apparently enough to 
jettison me into a sort of muscle memory.”

we tend to find qualitative data themes based on 
surface (explanation, generalization, preference, 
opinion, statement of fact … bad habit
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also, the concepts vs. people rut:

in cultivating patterns across summaries, we looked to the 
focus of mental attention

here we something else ...  across a few participants, do 
they share core ideas, approaches, philosophies to achieve 
the purpose?

(it’s the strong gravitational pull of the concept-affinities 
that gets us in trouble)
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sometimes we purposely make a “first pancake” throw-away version, 
to get concept affinities out of our system (so we can see people affinities instead)
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clear your mind, refocus again
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1. remember each person

2. establish the focus

review participant 
sketches

each team member 
represents a number 
of sketches

move participants with 
guiding principles in 
common into groups

annotate each group by 
listing ~2-4 common 
guiding principles

highlight people by 
strength of match to 
the annotation

clear your mind

list what is “in” or 
“off-limits” based on 
your org’s focus or 
priority (… or not!)

pare back sketches 
to what is pertinent 
for each person

separate out distinct 
contexts (if needed)

iterate to see if you can 
make each participant 
belong to a unique group

briefly describe each group 
in first person, using inner 
thinking & guiding principles

then label the group with an 
adjective or noun phrase

check your descriptions with 
real people; maybe start over

compare to past segmentation 
work

as a team, between 4-10 hours

6. check your work

does discrimination, 
physiology, culture, or 
environment affect thinking?

5. consider demographics

4. describe & label each group 

steps for creating thinking styles

3. the TS working session
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you want each participant to end up
in only one group
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you can only derive thinking styles if
there are patterns in the data you collected

if your data is too broad  no patterns

from the course
Framing Your Study

two ways to get stuck



reminder…

• there doesn’t have to be more than one group
• don’t decide # of thinking style groups ahead 

of time
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two ways to get stuck
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exercise thinking styles working session

1. We each represent one or more participants. 
2. Go back to Mural and find your participant circle. Make a 

copy to put in our working frame.
3. As a team we’ll discuss how choose a participant to begin 

with, describe that person, and see who might have a match.
4. Begin work, and iterate:

a) Move the circles of participants w/something in common, 
into a group.

b) Annotate this group by listing some common inner 
thinking & guiding principles.

c) Highlight participant circles by strength of their match to 
the annotation (high, med, low).

d) See if you can make each person belong to a unique group.

5. We will clear our heads & try again.

CC BY-NC 4.0 INDI YOUNG



homework
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listening sessions

concepts & summaries

cultivate patterns

recruiting

frame 
study

layer 
MMD

thinking 
styles

transcripts

align 
capab.

gap 
analysis

priorities 
strategy

job 
stories

purpose 
metricsSource: Indi Young

typical problem space study timeline

draft thinking styles 
(validated after 2nd

and 3rd studies)
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participant sketches
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homework logistics – Live class participants
Live: We will share a Mural canvas with you, either Group A

or Group B. (Links are on the Class page on indiyoung.com)

• Form a team of 5 or 6+ people (the bigger, the better)

• Tell us a date & time if you need us to set a zoom meeting

• Create a frame or area in that canvas for your team

• Put your names on the frame plus one of the following 
indicators:
• “wip” if you are not finished yet (Work in Progress)
• “ready” if you are ready for review
• “*” appears when the reviewer has commented on it
• “?” if you have questions about the reviewer comments
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Group A homework due (for review) 23-May pm

Group B homework due (for review) 27-May noon

or earlier (yes!)

if you don’t finish the homework by the next class, 
Indi will not review it (if you are aiming for the 
six-course certification, homework is required)

(it’s too difficult to review homework retroactively)

homework logistics – Live class participants
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homework logistics – Live class participants
On the platform: Please find links to the homework materials, marked 

with HW.  

You are also welcome to look at other people’s frames.
Leave notes for each other

* means you have Reviewer Comments on your homework. You 
can check Reviewer Comments on other people’s tabs, too.
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homework logistics – Follow-along participants
Follow-along: You will do your homework using your own drawing tool. 

There will be no homework review by Indi, but there will be 
discussion of the conclusions in the next class that you can use to 
check your work. 

You are encouraged to team up with other Follow-along people in 
this course (this is a team working session, so practice that way)



An airline (real client study):
• What are we missing in terms of 

perspectives from frequent travelers?
• Can we validate the thinking styles?

Purpose: “what went through your mind during 
your recent day of air travel?”

There were 100 participants, of which these 
are close to the final set of 20. 
The study had the recruiting attribute of 
some people with elite services, some people 
with fear of travel, people traveling in upper 
class, frequent travel; half travel w/kids or 
groups and half solo/couple. CC BY-NC 4.0 INDI YOUNG

homework background
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1. This is a continuation of our work together in Class #2.

2. Choose a frame for your team & list your names. All the 
participants are listed in circles. Copy the ones that the 
members of your team represent & put those in your frame.

3. Continue our work, and iterate:

a) Move the circles of participants w/something in common, 
into a group.

b) Annotate this group by listing some common inner 
thinking & guiding principles.

c) Highlight participant circles by strength of their match to 
the annotation.

d) See if you can make each participant belong to a unique 
group.

4. (if needed) Separate out distinct contexts that seem to 
represent different thinking styles. (e.g. travel with a toddler 
vs. business trip) CC BY-NC 4.0 INDI YOUNG

homework thinking styles working session
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announcements
ideas, essays, recordings 
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@indiyoung

indiyoung

indiyoung

ROSENFELD MEDIA
ALL-BOOKS DISCOUNT:

DISAPPOINTEDFALCON20

design strategy & inclusivity
.com

• courses
• coaching
• workshops for your team
• recorded talks 
• diagrams, examples, books
• consulting
• research studies
• app: diagram-generator

inclusive-software

stay connected … over the years

SLACK: CONVERSATION & QUESTIONS
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