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In an era characterized by information density and the rapid-fire exchange of digital data, the efficacy of traditional 

verbal communication is increasingly under scrutiny. The phenomenon described as "Blah Blah Blah"—a state of 

communicative dissonance where words fail to convey meaning, generate engagement, or drive action—represents 

a significant bottleneck in corporate productivity and technical collaboration. Dan Roam, a pioneer in the field of 

visual problem-solving, introduces a robust framework in his work, Blah Blah Blah: What To Do When Words Don't 

Work, designed to bypass verbal cognitive overload through a process known as Vivid Thinking .

The Cognitive Crisis: Why Words Alone Fail

To understand the necessity of Roam’s methodology, one must first analyze the cognitive mechanisms of language 

processing. Human communication is traditionally bifurcated into verbal and visual channels. According to Dual 

Coding Theory , proposed by Allan Paivio, the brain processes linguistic information and non-verbal imagery in two 

distinct functional subsystems. When an individual relies solely on complex verbal narratives—especially in 

technical or abstract contexts—they risk Cognitive Overload. The verbal channel becomes saturated, leading to a

loss of retention and clarity.

The "Blah Blah Blah" state occurs when these words become decoupled from their underlying concepts. This can

manifest in three distinct technical failure modes:

•  The Boring Blah: Excessive data without a narrative arc, leading to audience disengagement and the 

cessation of information processing.

•  The Foggy Blah: Ambiguous terminology and abstract jargon that prevents the formation of a clear mental 

model.

•  The Misleading Blah: Intentional or unintentional obfuscation that masks a lack of substance or misaligned 

objectives.

The Theoretical Framework of Vivid Thinking

Vivid Thinking is defined as the synthesis of Verbal and Visual processing. Roam utilizes two metaphorical 

archetypes to represent these cognitive functions: The Fox and The Hummingbird. 

The Foxrepresents the verbal mind. It is linear, sequential, logical, and analytical. It excels at breaking down

components and arranging them in a chronological or categorical order. However, the Fox can easily become lost in

the details, losing sight of the broader context. 

The Hummingbirdrepresents the visual mind. It is spatial, holistic, parallel, and intuitive. It excels at identifying

patterns, relationships, and the "big picture" instantaneously. However, without the Fox, the Hummingbird may lack

the structure necessary for precise execution. 

Vividnessis achieved when the Fox and the Hummingbird work in tandem. This synergy ensures that information

is not only heard but seen, creating a durable mental anchor that survives the initial communication event.

Technical Analysis: The Vivid Forest and the 6-6 Rule



The core of Roam’s technical implementation lies in the Vivid Forest. This represents a comprehensive mental 

environment where ideas are cultivated. To navigate this forest effectively, Roam introduces the 6-6 Rule: six ways

of seeing and six ways of showing. This framework aligns specific types of information with their most effective

visual representation.

The Six Ways of Showing

Every complex idea can be decomposed into six fundamental dimensions. By mapping these dimensions to

specific visual outputs, a communicator can eliminate ambiguity. The following table provides a technical

breakdown of these dimensions:



Dimension Cognitive Question Visual Output (The Show) Technical Objective

Who &amp; What What are the entities 
involved?

Portraits Establish identity and 
define the scope of the 
subjects.

How Much What is the scale or 
volume?

Charts Quantify variables and 
demonstrate comparative 
magnitude.

Where How do they relate in 
space?

Maps Define spatial orientation, 
hierarchy, and landscape.

When What is the temporal order? Timelines Establish sequence, 
duration, and milestones.

How What is the causal 
mechanism?

Flowcharts Map cause-and-effect and 
operational logic.

Why What is the underlying 
logic?

Multivariable Plots Synthesize complex 
relationships into a unified 
theory.

The Mechanics of Vivid Grammar

Vivid Grammar operates on the principle that if you cannot draw a simple picture of what you are saying, you do not 

fully understand it. This is not a test of artistic ability, but a test of Conceptual Integrity. The process follows a

specific algorithmic workflow:

1.  Deconstruction: Strip the verbal argument down to its core entities (nouns) and actions (verbs).

2.  Selection: Identify which of the six dimensions (Who, How Much, Where, When, How, Why) is most critical to 

the message.

3.  Schematization: Use basic geometric primitives (circles, squares, arrows) to represent these components.

4.  Integration: Overlay verbal labels onto the visual schema to create a hybrid "Vivid" artifact.

Core Mechanics: The Vivid Forest Methodology

The Vivid Forestis Roam’s meta-framework for transforming abstract thoughts into tangible strategies. It consists

of three structural layers that must be addressed to ensure clarity:

1. The Ground (The Facts)

Before any creative thinking can occur, one must establish the "ground"—the empirical data and foundational

truths. In a technical environment, this includes system requirements, budget constraints, and historical

performance metrics. If the ground is unstable (inaccurate data), the entire Vivid structure will collapse.

2. The Trees (The Processes)

The trees represent the individual components, projects, or workflows within the system. Using Flowcharts and 

Portraits, a Vivid thinker maps out how each tree contributes to the ecosystem. This layer focuses on the How and 

What of the operation.

3. The Canopy (The Vision)

The canopy is the overarching purpose—the Why. It provides the shade and the environment for the forest to thrive.



Without a clear canopy, the trees (processes) are disconnected, leading to the "Boring Blah" of aimless activity.

Practical Implementation: A Step-by-Step Field Guide

Transforming a traditional "Blah" presentation into a Vivid experience requires a disciplined approach. Follow these

procedural steps to implement Roam's methodology in a corporate or technical setting:

Step 1: The Verbal-Visual Audit

Analyze your current documentation. Count the number of nouns and verbs. If the ratio of words to images exceeds

100:1, you are in the danger zone of the "Foggy Blah." Identify the core message: What is the single most

important thing the audience needs to understand?

Step 2: Apply the 'Oog and Aag' Principle

Roam uses the characters Oog and Aag (prehistoric thinkers) to demonstrate that visual storytelling is hardwired 

into our biology. Start your communication by drawing the Who. Represent your customers, your servers, or your

competitors as simple, recognizable icons. This immediately anchors the audience's attention.

Step 3: Build the Spatial Map (The 'Where')

In technical documentation, Whereis often neglected. Whether it is a network topology or a market position, create

a coordinate system. Use an X and Y axis to show where your idea sits relative to the status quo.

Step 4: Execute the 'How' via Sequence

Replace bulleted lists of steps with a visual path. Arrows are the most powerful tool in the Vivid toolkit. They imply

motion, causality, and progression. A series of boxes connected by arrows is infinitely more readable than a page of

instructional text.

Step 5: The Vivid Synthesis

Merge your drawings with your narrative. Present the visual and explain the verbal simultaneously. This forces the 

audience to use both the Fox (listening) and the Hummingbird (looking) portions of their brain, leading to maximum 

Neural Coupling.

Comparison: Traditional vs. Vivid Communication

The following table evaluates the efficacy of traditional text-heavy communication against the Vivid Thinking

framework across various performance metrics:



Metric Traditional (Words Only) Vivid Thinking (Fox + 
Bird)

Performance Delta

Retention Rate Low (10-20% after 72 
hours)

High (65-80% after 72 
hours)

+300% improvement

Clarity / Ambiguity High Ambiguity 
(Interpretive)

Low Ambiguity (Explicit) Significant reduction in 
error

Engagement Passive (Audience reads/
listens)

Active (Audience visualizes) Increased focus

Problem Solving Linear / Slow Parallel / Rapid Faster pattern recognition

Collaboration Difficult (Misaligned mental 
models)

Efficient (Shared visual 
model)

Faster consensus

Case Studies: Solving Real-World Failure Modes

Case Study A: The Architectural 'Fog'

Problem:A software engineering team struggled to explain a new microservices architecture to non-technical

stakeholders. The 40-page technical specification resulted in "Foggy Blah," where stakeholders approved the

budget without understanding the risk.

Vivid Solution: The team utilized a Portrait-Map hybrid. They drew the 'Users' (Who) and mapped their journey

through the 'Services' (Where). By visualizing the bottlenecks as 'Narrow Bridges' on the map, the stakeholders

immediately grasped the latency risks. The project was rescoped with full stakeholder alignment.

Case Study B: The Quarterly Earnings 'Boredom'

Problem:An executive team’s quarterly report consisted of 60 slides of spreadsheets. Engagement was non-

existent, and key strategic shifts were ignored.

Vivid Solution: Applying the 'How Much' (Charts) and 'Why' (Multivariable Plots)principles, the team replaced

tables with a single 'Bubble Chart' showing market share vs. profitability. The visual contrast between their position

and competitors created an immediate sense of urgency that words had failed to elicit.

Troubleshooting and Solutions

Despite the efficacy of Vivid Thinking, practitioners may encounter specific implementation challenges. Below are

common failure modes and their technical remediations:

•  Challenge: "I Can't Draw."Solution: Recognize that Vivid Thinking is about geometry, not artistry. Use the P-D-

I-C framework: Point, Dot, Icon, Character. If you can draw a circle and a line, you can communicate visually.

•  Challenge: Audience Skepticism.Solution: In highly formal environments, hand-drawn sketches might be 

perceived as unprofessional. Remediation: Use "Clean Vivid" tools. Use professional software to recreate the 

sketches while maintaining the simple, geometric logic of the Vivid Forest.

•  Challenge: Information Overload in the Visual.Solution: Apply the Rule of Thirds for visual hierarchy. Do not try 

to show all six dimensions on one page. Break the communication into a sequence of six "Views," each focusing on 

one dimension of the 6-6 Rule.



The Broader Implications of Vivid Thinking

The transition from a purely verbal culture to a Vivid culture has profound implications for leadership and

organizational intelligence. In a world where "Blah Blah Blah" is the default, the ability to synthesize complex

information into clear, visual narratives is a competitive advantage. It facilitates faster decision-making, reduces the

cost of miscommunication, and fosters a more inclusive environment where diverse cognitive styles (the Foxes and

the Hummingbirds) can contribute equally.

Ultimately, Vivid Thinking is a reclamation of our fundamental human capacity to see what we are saying. By

integrating the logical precision of the verbal mind with the spatial intuition of the visual mind, we move beyond the

noise of the "Blah" and toward a state of true, actionable clarity. As Dan Roam demonstrates, the most complex

problems in the world are often best solved not with more words, but with a simple, well-placed line.
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