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A fter a rigorous one-day
leadership meeting re-
cently, one of the partici-

pants slipped graphic recorder
Sara Heppner-Waldston a note
that read: “Thank you for show-
ing me what I heard. You’ve
changed my ideas about conver-
sation.”
Heppner-Waldston had spent

that day with coloured pens and
large sheets of paper, rendering
in drawings the essence of the
discussion, which revealed to
thewomen attending the session
that risk-taking and learning
through action were integral to
their success.
While this skill might not re-

place takingminutes on a laptop
or the facilitator’s feedback,
there is increasing interest in
bringing into meetings, keynote
addresses, strategic planning
sessions or retreats someone
who is able to visually render
what’s being said. This way,
those who attend never go away
wondering whether their contri-
butionhasbeen forgotten.
“We don’t capture just the

words, we capture the energy in

the room,” Heppner-Waldston
said. “The idea of this work is to
capture the essence of dialogue
visually.”
At Bishop’s University last

week, dean of Student Affairs
Bruce Stevenson hosted a
“world café” dialogue session
during leadership week, where
Heppner-Waldston focused on
leaders of the past, present and
future. She had been invited
back, Stevenson says, after the
success of last year’s graphic
recording on the meaning of
leadership.
“We wanted to have some way

to capture our conversation, to
do something new,” he said.
“What we found is that it also
created a lasting reminder of the
key concepts from that brain-
storming session. Our goal is
that students realize that every-
one can become a leader. It has
beenveryeffective.”
At the beginning of each ses-

sion, Heppner-Waldston ex-
plains brieflyher role as a “voice
on the wall.” Then, using black-
board-sized sheets of paper, she
stands at the front or side of the
room, drawing as the conversa-
tion ensues. One chart, for in-
stance,might illustrate the intro-
duction and the first presenter,
while another shows the panel
discussion. As people talk, she
draws, using colours, icons, pro-
gressions, sometimes
metaphors.
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Getting the message:Seeing what people say
GRAPHIC RECORDINGS are

a creative way to let people see
what others at a meeting are saying
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Graphic recorderSaraHeppner-Waldstonhasgrowing listof corporate clients.
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At the end of the day, the walls
are filledwith graphic rendering
of whatwent on. It works she be-
lieves, because “different groups
in onemeeting often have differ-
ent ideas of what’s going on. Not
only does this put everyone on
the same page, but it organizes
people’s thoughts – and it’s in-
spiring.”
Her function is to listen and

render what she’s heard into
graphic form.
“Eighty per cent of people are

visual,” she said. “This helps
themget to the point, to see their
thoughts or conversations. The
fact that I make it look good is a
bonus.”
Once she has brought the

charts back to her home office,
they are touched up then
scanned or photographed.
Clients will then get a jpeg for
their website or their report.
Somemight use the rendering in
lieu of a report; others use it as a
screen saver. The original is the
property of the client, who will
sometimes mount the charts at
the office to reinforce the ele-
ments of thediscussion.
At Bishop’s, for instance, the

charts were laminated and put
up in the student centre.
“It’s eye catching,” Stevenson

said.
“Every time students walk by,

they read concepts about the
leader within. They have be-
come art pieces for the resi-
dences.”
A graphic designer by train-

ing, Heppner-Waldston discov-
ered graphic recording by
chance. The mother of three
young adults, she had freelanced
formore than a decadewhen she
began to question her career, re-
alizing that graphic workmeant
a lifetime of sitting behind a
computer.
“It wasn’t creative enough,”

she said.
So she started painting mu-

rals, and was heartened by the
response as the picture grew.

This, combinedwith the tip from
a friend who had met someone
doing graphic recording in Eng-
land, changedher life.
“I checked it out and said, ‘I

have to do that,’ ” recalled Hepp-
ner-Waldston. “It has been my
pathever since.”
So determined was she to con-

nect to this new career that a
month later she attended a
graphic recorders’ conference in
LakeTahoe,Nev.
“It was my daughter’s 16th

birthday, but Imade the cakeand
left,” she said. “It was so out of
character forme.”
There, she met like-minded

people, spent time in training
withmentors.
With graphic recording,

you’re listening and seeing, she
said.
“The gift of it is you have to be

completelypresent.”
She can work at sessions that

last two hours or five days, and
counts Concordia University, the
Human Rights Commission of
Canada, KPMG, Merck Frosst,
the Ontario andNewBrunswick
Ministries of Health, the Ottawa
Police Service and Oxfam Cana-
da among her clients. Her busi-
ness, Saragrafix, has quadrupled
since she began four years ago;
last year she was averaging four
tofive jobsamonth.
Even in tough economic times,

Heppner-Waldston believes com-
panies will be looking for differ-
ent and creative ways to tackle
their challenges. Not only is the
handdrawingattractive andwel-
coming to people, she believes it
helps them remember what’s go-
ing on. She has never come
across a participant who is reti-
cent toput their ideasonrecord.
“People usually feel the oppo-

site of shy,” she said. “Theywant
toknowthat they’veheard.”

The International Forum of Vi-
sual Practitioners will hold its
next annual meeting in Montre-
al in August. For information
check ifvp.org

donnanebenzahl@videotron.ca
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VISUAL Graphic
displays organize people’s
thoughts and inspire

Using social media and aban-
doning traditional marketing
tools makes for a natural pro-
gression for a company that
broke all the rules when it
launched its online building sup-
ply sales.
“It is about transforming the

supply chain,” said Booth, the
company’s president and chief
executive officer. “It is a com-
pletelydifferentmodel.”
In the traditional model, the

manufacturer is separated by a
number of players from the cus-
tomer, who ultimately pays a
markup that reflects a cut for all
theparties along the chain.
In the BuildDirect model, the

company attracts orders and
passes them on to the manufac-
turers, which then deliver the
goods to customers.
By going direct, and with vol-

ume-selling and online sales re-
placing costly real estate and

staff, the company is able to offer
customers prices ranging from
40- to 70-per-cent lower than
brick-and-mortaroutlets.
Booth saidhis company’s aver-

age order is in the $3,000 to $3,500
range,while he saidHomeDepot
customers shell out $68 on the
averageorder.
Booth and Banks developed a

sophisticated online logistical
solution thatmakes their compa-
ny, in effect, the sales force for
many manufacturers. When
they launched the site in 2002, it
was only for very-large-volume
buyers taking container loads.
Today, customers can order in
units as small as a pallet, mean-
ing that instead of having to buy
enough flooring to cover an en-
tire apartment complex, a home-
owner doing renovations or a
subcontractor looking for a bet-
ter price on flooring can buy as
little as 800 square feet at a time.
While that may sound like a

lot, BuildDirect sees itself as the

Costcoof building supplies.
Not everyone wants to buy

multiple bottles of ketchup at a
time or a three-month supply of
toilet paper, but if you stand by a
checkout at Costco, you’ll see
customers ranging from retail-
ers who add their own markup
for resale, to families that stock
their cupboards and freezerwith
Costco’s large andmore econom-
ical quantities.
“If somebody had said in 1978

about Costco, ‘I want you to in-
vest in my company and here’s
the idea: you have to buy large
lots, you have to drive farther
and you have to pay a member-
ship,’ I would have said there is
no way it would be successful,”
Booth said.
BuildDirect is a private com-

pany, launched with friends and
family investment, which has
grown now with the addition of
such backing as Vancouver’s
GrowthWorks to a total of $20
million. Its finances aren’t pub-

lic, but the figures it does release
suggest its unorthodox approach
ispayingoff.
Booth said he expects the com-

pany to record its first profitable
quarter this quarter and while
themeteoric growth of the early
years has slowed, the latest fig-
ures from December show a 10-
per-cent hike from the best De-
cember on the company’s
records.
When the company started

selling in January 2002, it
chalked up $1,400 in sales that
month. By the end of the first
year, it had $1 million in sales.
The next year that figure
climbed to $14million andBooth
said revenue growth followed
that curve in the subsequent
years, only slowing with the eco-
nomicdownturn.
“It is hard out there, it is more

work,” said Booth. “We’re just
lucky, we created something dif-
ferent.
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