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SEVEN SECRETS TO BRAINSTORMING

Here are a few highlights on how to tune up your brainstorms:

1 Sharpen Your Focus

Begin with a clear statement of the problem, a question that's open-ended but not too broad. Focusing on a specific latent customer need or one step of the customer journey can often spark a good ideation session. For example, "How could we gain deeper insights into the experience of our first-time customers?" would be a useful brainstorming topic for many organizations.

2 Mind the Playground Rules

We've stenciled our brainstorming rules high on the walls of many of our conference rooms: Go for Quantity, Encourage Wild Ideas, Be Visual, Defer Judgment, One Conversation at a Time. Even in a rule-averse cul​ture, we've found these basic principles to be both instructive and empowering.

3 Number Your Ideas

Numbering your ideas motivates participants, sets a pace, and adds a little structure. A hundred ideas per hour is usually a sign of a good, fluid brainstorm, and even if the group is nearly out of steam when you hit number ninety-four, it's human nature to want to push on for at least half a dozen more.

4 Jump and Build

Even the best brainstorms hit plateaus. You have a flurry of ideas and then they start to get repetitive or peter out. That's when the facili​tator may need to suggest switching gears: "How might we apply these ideas to ... ?" Push forward with a small variation or cycle back to a promising earlier idea to maintain momentum and build energy.

5 Remember to Use the Space

Leverage the physical environment to make your brainstorm more effective. Let your brainstorm literally take shape and fill the room— write and draw your concepts with markers on giant Post-its stuck to every vertical surface. Capture your ideas in visual, low-tech mediums that everyone can share. Spatial memory is a powerful force you can use to guide the participants back on track.

6 Stretch First

Ask attendees to do a little homework on the subject the night before. Play a zippy word game to clear the mind and set aside everyday dis​tractions. Borrowing from the world of improv, we often start with some form of warm-up, like free association, where I toss out a word or idea and another person quickly builds on it and tosses it to some​one else. Athletes stretch. So do brainstormers.

7 Get Physical

At IDEO, we keep foam core, tubing, duct tape, hot-melt glue guns, and other prototyping basics on hand to sketch, diagram, and make models. Some of our best brainstorms have quickly leaped to rough​ing out an idea with a crude prototype.
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