Brainstorming

Brainstorming was first proposed by the advertising executive Alex Osborn in his book ‘Applied Imagination’.  He invented it as a tool to assist idea generation, to be used in creative problem solving. Osborn himself defined brainstorming as "a conference technique by which a group attempts to find a solution for a specific problem by amassing all the ideas spontaneously by its members." He also described it as “a means of group problem solving that considerably increases the quality and quantity of ideas produced by groups.”  

Osborn defined four basic rules of brainstorming.  All aim to promote flexibility and fluency by overcoming motivational and social factors that can inhibit idea generation.  The four rules are: 

1. Criticism is ruled out.  This includes self criticism as well as criticism of other.  Judgment of ideas should be deferred until a later stage.  The premise is that even a seemingly foolish idea can spark off better ones. 

2. 'Freewheeling' is welcomed.  The wilder the ideas the better.  Wild and exaggerated ideas should be encouraged as these may in turn spark off more valid ideas. 

3. Quantity is wanted.  The more ideas the better, as this will increase the capture of a good idea and the chance of sparking off new ideas in others.   

4. Combination and improvement of ideas is sought.  The aim is to elaborate on and expand the suggestions and ideas of others, using the ideas of others as inspiration for your own.  At the same time, combination of existing ideas can allow the exploration of new possibilities. 

	Results of a good brainstorm
	A long list of unusual, thought-provoking and exciting ideas which represent many different points of view


	Results of a bad brainstorm
	A short list of the same old ideas from a very narrow point of view.


Conducting a Brainstorming Session

Brainstorming is a process for creating a broad list of ideas in response to an initial question or problem. Brainstorming emphasizes:

    * broad and creative thinking

    * inviting all participants' points of view

    * ensuring that all relevant aspects of an issue or question are considered 

Method:

A brainstorming session may be structured (each group member presents an idea in turn) or unstructured ( the facilitator accepts random inputs form the group). Structured brainstorming ensures participation by all group members. Unstructured brainstorming may be dominated by one of more group members.

To conduct a brainstorming session:

1. Review the guidelines for brainstorming:


* All ideas are welcome

          * No comments or evaluation during the brainstorm

          * The more ideas the better

          * Don't worry about duplicate ideas at this point

2. Clearly state the question or problem, and the time limit (15-60 minutes).

3. If you wish, offer a one minute "quiet period" before the brainstorm for people to think about the question and jot down a few ideas. Members take turns calling out ideas. (For structured brainstorming, this is done in order. Members pass when an idea does not come to mind quickly, but may contribute on the next round).

4. Guide the brainstorm by recording exactly as presented on a flipchart/board/post-it notes, visible to all group members. You may wish to designate a recorder. (See Tips for Recording Brainstorming Sessions, below)

5. Invite new ideas, and encourage the group to share their ideas freely. Help generate energy and free-thinking through encouragement. Discourage comments that evaluate ideas.

6. As the responses slow down, offer last chances for additional ideas, then stop the brainstorm. Ask the recorder for his or her ideas. 

7. Number or letter the ideas when you have the full list, so people can more easily refer to a particular idea. Eliminate duplications or out of context suggestions.

8. Discuss the ideas to ensure that all members have the same understanding of each idea. Ask for clarification of any ideas that are not clear to you or others.

9. Thank people for participating.

As a facilitator, strive to:

    * Encourage active participation of all group members.

    * Develop a high-energy, enthusiastic climate.

    * Do not criticize or compliment ideas as they are presented.

    * Encourage creative thinking, including out of the box ideas.

    * Build and expand on the ideas of others.

    * Avoid stopping when the ideas slow down; try to generate as long a list as possible within the allotted time.

Tips for Recording Brainstorming Sessions 

Using A Blackboard, Whiteboard, or Flipchart

    * Record the main idea of what’s said

    * Use the speaker's own words – ask the speaker if you “got it right”

    *Abbreviations and misspellings are OK

    * Write fast but ask the group to slow down if you are behind

    * Write legibly and large (text should be about 3 cm tall)

    * Alternate colors by line, and use two different, easy-to-see colors

    * Use bullets, numbers, or horizontal lines to make each point distinct  

    * For fast-moving brainstorming sessions, use two recorders

For flipcharts:

    * put the topic and date on top of each page 

    * at the end of the session, number flipchart pages consecutively

Three Brainstorming Tricks From Business:

Roadblock removal: Eliminate assumed constraints. Tell the group there is no limit on costs, or time, or other resources. They can think as big or expensive as their minds allow. Think of other constraints that the group is assuming. Business? Political? Customer? Take the biggest ones you can find and get rid of them. Removing a roadblock might free new directions of ideas that wouldn’t have been considered otherwise.

What is the opposite of what we want? Get the group to describe, in detail, the opposite of what you want to have happen. What’s the worst web navigation design possible? This never fails to get people to smile, and dig in. It’s just so much fun to work the other way for once. The trick here is that before people know it, they’re sharing ideas, being clever, and communicating well. At the peak of momentum, shift gears the other way. “Ok. We have a horrible design. How do we achieve the opposite of this?” You’ll be surprised at how original some of the ideas that follow will be.

Roadblock introduction: Come up with some ridiculous new constraint to the problem. The goal isn’t to make it harder, just to force people’s creative muscles to work differently. Suggest that everyone that uses the product will be right handed, or that the website can only work in Arabic (or some other non-Western language). Make the problem as difficult as possible: pretend the budget for the project has to be R300 or less, or that instead of the 2 months to write specifications, there are only 2 days. Don’t let people cop-out: push them to work with the problem. This can often shake people up into action, challenged by the insanity of the problem, and protected by the feeling that since it’s a ridiculous situation, there are no bad answers. Guaranteed they be stretched creatively, find new ways of thinking about the work, and will be relieved or energized to return to the real constraints.

