aith their kids’
all-in-one fishin

ime became easH

:ep your eyes:

Roberto Carra

The best way to get a good idea

- js to get a lot of ideas.

pisEmn— ~—LINUS PAULING

-mWrm problem with brainstorming is that everyone thinks they al-
ready do it. When [ raise the topic of brainstorming in presentations
and conversations with business executives, I see some eyes start to

glaze over with the smug “been there, done that” look of someone who

i ” “

has already answered “yes’ to the question “Do you brainstorm?” In
fact, more than 70 percent of the businesspeople in a Hmnmm& Arthur
Andersen survey say they use brainstorming in their organizations.

Many businesspeople treat brainstorming as a check box, a thresh-
old variable, like “Can you ride a bicycle?” or “Do you know how to tie
your shoes?” They overlook the possibility that brainstorming can bea
skill, an art, more like playing the piano than tying your shoes. You're
always learning and can get continuously better. You can become a
brainstorming virtuoso. You can have heads of giant corporations and
heads of government fly in to ask for your brainstorming help. (Don't
laugh. T've seen it with my own eyes.)

So if you say you already do brainstorming in your organization,
great, you're on your way. But I believe you can deliver more value, cre-
ate more energy, and foster more innovation through better brainstorm-
ing. For one thing, you could brain Ez«mﬁwbmﬁm? weaving it into

s ¥4

the cultural Tabric of your organization. In that same Arthur Andersen

ot

survey of people who said they brainstorm, 76 percent admitted they
brainstorm less than once a month. Less than once a month. I consider
myself a movie fan, usually seeing thirty to forty films a year on the big
- sciéen (plus again as many on video), but if I dropped below one a
month, I'd have to say I was a former fan. If you want to keep in shape,
you have to exercise your brainstorming muscles more than once a

month. So find a suitable space, order some supplies (and some choco-

e S AT 0

late chip cookies), get ,mmmu@m%%mm%m?@g&%wp%%%

dozen possible solutions to a problem that's vzmmw:mwoc right now.

o

g9 A

Brainstorming is practically a religion at IDEO, one we practice
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Though brainstorms themselves are often playful, session will get off to a better start—and you can bring people back
nearly every day. Thoug kill—is taken quite seriously. And in a . into the main topic more easily—if you have a well-articulated de-
brainstorming as a tool—as & ¢ sr;l_m ve mﬁwi idea about what con- , scription of the problem at just the right level of specificity. A brain-
company without many rules, e H\o Nm _HM organized. First, a brain- stormer without a clear problem statement is like a company without a
stitutes a brainstorm and .roé _,ﬁ o nrw:m ou nm@a clear strategy: You'll wander aimlessly and need a lot of extra luck or
%ﬁhﬁnﬂww Iis :MMMBM@ 1t shouldn’t consume a talent to succeed. If you find yourself leading a session that lacks di-
don't take turns speaking _:m.mdvﬁ Mwmc ﬁMm, mm.mb..mu be the optimum _rection, spend a few minutes developing a good p
Boﬂ::m. or an wmnmu“”””. nrﬂww\mr occasionally a brainstorm can pro- will be time well spent. For example, “spill-proof coffee cup lide”

MMMV,@_MWMMMMM an ro_,: and a rmmmaﬂrm level of wr.%mwnm_ and men- would b o ! r . >= N i o“ A_.Mﬂ.q,w%_m:m m_”wmmv\
tal energy required for a brainstorm is hard to sustain much _oH._m.Q. ?mw:.amm you know the answer. Another mwv«ow.n , ..s._,kmzm,m,mw.wbi‘v
\ ) ing sessions aren’t presentations or opportunities _.£I8,.. Js. too. dry and. product-focused. Maybe bicyclists shouldn't use
thari that. Brainstorming s for hot ideas %Eﬁ cups at all, in which case they certainly don’t need cup holders. A bet-
for the boss 8.@0: ﬁrw Qo.%m MM mMmm#m_%. ot about spending thou- ter, more open-ended topic would be “helping bike commuters S\MHMM_M
;mcawmw - And brainstorming __ ’ Boo:w off-site location. coffee without spilling it or burning their tongues.” Go for something
sands wm mo:ﬁ.w mﬁ. mwmmmwmwﬂ“ammzm of IDEO’s culture. It’s an opportu- tangible that participants can sink their teeth into, without limiting the
. mBEmnoE:Mm Hw_cm sky” ideas early in a project or to solve a tricky possible solutions.
nity for nmm::w 0 ; :< later on. The more productive the group, We've also found that the best topic statements focus outward apa__
MMT””MW»”&MMMH& mes_m&\ and effectively. We call the sessions wmmama&m Sustomer-need.ar. ice-enhancement rather n.rm:“ focusing
“brainstormers,” which to us sounds more like an active, engaging imward on some organizational goal. For @Hmﬁwum, topics like “How can
event. The buzz of a good brainstormer can infect a team with epti- we regain market share from Company X?” or “How can we build a bet-

d f opportunity that can carry it through the darkest ter search engine than Company Y?” may not lend themselves to inno-
mism and a sense o

)

»

q tinged stages of a project vations that will be embraced by the market. On the other hand, a
and most pressure-tinge : o . ) ] , o
. . iliar with series of more specific, customer-focused brainstorms on topics like
So what makes a brainstormer sing? Most people are familia seres oty D ~customer-locusec braiy m P
he fund tals—like sticking to one conversation at a time and How can we accelerate the time-to-first-result for customers search-
e fundamentals— L » . . . .
w 1di the ideas of othérs—but it takes extra effort if you want a ing via dial-up modems” could uncover innovations that might ulti-
uilding on the

great brainstormer with valuable results. - mately yield the competitive edge you are looking for.

2. PLAYFUL RULES

Don't start to critique or debate ideas. It can sap the energy of the
SEVEN SECRETS FOR BETTER BRAINSTORMING session pretty quickly. You need a way to turn aside critiques without
{

s T turning off the criti letely. At IDEO £ f
1. SHARPEN THE FOC urning off the critiquers completely. many of our conference

ﬁﬁmu mm& vnmwm_\m.mn\vmmmw\mm start with a well: ent of the prob- rooms have brainstorming ru
; 0

petect

lem. This can be as simple.as.a.question. is better than fuzzy. The the walls, for example,

o A
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“Be ch&.. Not willing to mark up your walls? Perhaps the facilitator lutions that allow the cyclist to keep both hands on the handleb
: & . analepars at
could ing a bell when participants try to turm a brainstormer into a all times. What might those solutions look like?”
normal meeting. Or you could print the brainstorming rules on a giant , Try building on an idea. Encourage another push or introd
ntroduce a

small variation. Or take a jump, either back to an earlier path you
&cvwmm by too quickly or forward to a completely new approach. What-
ever you do, try to get into the next power curve and keep the energy
up.

Post-it or write them prominently on a whiteboard.

3, NUMBER YOUR IDEAS ;
%m is pretty obvious, right? S0~ pVSocm haf it
ne the ideas that bub-

took us almost ten years to figure it oug; Numberi

- ble up in a brainstorm helps in two ways. First, it's a tool to motivate . 5. THE SPACE REMEMBERS
the participants before and during the session (“Let’s try to get a hun- w Great brainstorm leaders understand the wpgﬁh of spatialn

dred ideas before we leave the room”) or to gauge the fluency ofacom- [ Wiite the flow of ideas.down.in
pleted brainstorm. Second, it's a great way n% There are many emerging &m:m_;wmnr:o_omwmm _H.om mwmcm @o%, .v:n <<m
idea to idea without losin track of where you are. We've found thata _ have had great success with extremely low-tech tools like Shaxpie |
%Z indicates a good, fluid brainstorming,_ .markers, giant Pos 2 Ut%
session. One hundred and E.Q per hour is pushing the speed limit. Of . shop paper on the %Emv Brainstorming is an intensely mao:m.u.. o:m:noﬁw
course, it's quali but we've heeded Linus - process, and the facilitator's Sw_m scribing is one of the focal points
that roE th <<m re not talking about taking personal

Pauling’s advice to get a lot of ideas.
e group can see their

4. BUILD AND JUMP 3.6 ASIEY
“ ” E_mr energy brainstorm- sion starts. .Hrmn way you won't msm <o:~mm_m in the méréw_.m m,.oS:m:v om

ers tend to follow a series of steep “power” curves, in which momen- rmS:m to erase ideas to make room for more. And you may find there’s
turn builds slowly, then intensely, then starts to plateau. The best a certain synergy in physically moving around the room writing down
facilitators can nurture an emerging conversation with a light touch in and mrwﬁn?:m the ideas. As you rapidly capture the team’s ideas, make
the first phase and know enough to let ideas flow-during nrmw Mmmm@ part a mental note of ones that are worth coming back to during a build or
of the ideation curve. It's when ener fades on a line of discussion a jump. When you return to the spot on th

that the facilitator really earns his or her keep. %;nm?ﬁmm spatial | memory will rm_muwmow_mﬁ nMoMMWHMrHM M““MH.MMM HMMH

rainstorm mmeEm above, a_good rmmzérm: the idea first manmmm
.. “Shock ab-

In the coffee-while-bicycling

@

“sorbers are a great Emm now, Sf%oBm Swmﬂ ways to reduce
spillage when the ?n%&m hits 2 bump?” By contrast, when discussion 6. STRETCH YOUR MENTAL MUSCLES
D e something like People are busy. Time is short. Is it worthwhile to “burn” some time

tapers off, 2 good jw d “jump” transition.sfat

'\ this: “OK, let's switch gears and consider some 85=< ‘hands-free’ so- at the beginning of a brainstorm doing some form of group warm-up?
) -ups

The Art of Innovation
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%m (Zen practitio
e outgoing mode. While these group exercises done

i@, ” - -
es’ in certain clrcum-

Maybe. But that “maybe” rapidly becomes 2

stances:

e When the group has not worked together before
...\l\\\ll‘t‘\\‘\ "

o When most of the group doesn’t brainstorm frequently

e When the group seems

ated issues

e,
- -

distracted by pressing but unre-

One type of warm-up we practice is a fast-paced word game simply
oners call it “beginner’s mind”) and to get

the team into a mor
in a circle may seem like you've been trans

Gymboree class, they help ground you in the group and temporarily

blot out worries about the latest operational glitch or the unread

e-mails waiting back at your computer.

Another warm-up is to do some content-related homework. At
IDEO we did a systematic study a few years ago to measure the value
of different brainstorming warm-up techniques. We divided our pool

of participants into three groups and had them brainstorm on applica-

tions of specific new technologies to the toy industry.

First we gave two of the groups homework. One group did some
background reading and listened to an expert lecture on the technolo-
gies. Another group spent half an hour in a local toy store looking at the
state of the art in all its variations. The third group came into the brain-

on cold. Guess what? The group whose homework was a
ed the other two, both in the

d quality. Not scientific

ported to your toddler’s

storming sessi
visit to a toy store significantly outperform

quantity of ideas produced and in perceive
submit to the New England Journal of Medicine, but we

frequently bring “show-and-tell” to a brain-

were OO5<WDDG&. We now
AR i\l\\l&.\x"[‘l -

stormer to help us-visialize the wide variety of options and materials

SR

enough to

e

that could be mwm:mm. to the sessions.topic.
One of the best brainstormers I ever attended at IDEO was an ex-
ploration of alternative wing Before the brain-

we _covered a_conference table closur

stormer,

The Innovation
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Steven Moeder

Printing brainstorming rules on the wall
can help keep sessions on track.

E . . i3 (
aterials, and mechanisms ranging from the retro porcelain Grolsch

beer bottle stopper to an elegant black Japanese sake flask. By the time
we'd examined everything on the table, the session was already in full
swing. We had hundreds of ideas before we were done, and a point of

view on how to help our client innovate.

7. GET PHYSICAL

G . .
. n\%mw@l vwwEmSWBw are extremely visual. They include sketching,
mind mapping, diagrams, and stick figures. You don’t have to be-an




. %v:n the kitchen sink (an

ss with a sketch or diagram. Leave your per-

artist to get your point acro
th whatever visual tools

formance anxieties at the door and jump in wi

you have available.
But the best brainstormers often

dimensions and push for three. The first way we do this is to
d we've brought the sink, too, when

get physical. We move beyond two
ing in

That means competitive products, elega
from other fields, an isine technologies that co

the problem. The second way we get physical is to have ‘materials on
hand to build crude models of a concept: blocks, foam core, tubing,

whatever might be useful. The third physical m@?omor-wm
rfusage patterns and

» where we act out current behavio
've bodystormed on products rang-

where our skits and scenarios

it was relevant).

duct tape,
:vo%mnogw:mm
see how they might be altered. We
ing from vending machines to car seats,
pointed to all kinds of opportunities for improvement.

THE BRAINSTORMER EFFECT

enerate a hundre
help put a team on COUISe, and the rush
days. There’s a rip-

s, sharin wild or prac

E\oﬁ\‘r@.mmwdmﬁoﬂ:-mﬁm
may be solid leads. They can
of adrenaline can keep team members buzzing for
ple effect. People talk after brainstormer
that may have come out of a par
brainstormer gives you a fantastic feeling of possibility,
later you walk out of the room a little richer for the experience. | think
ous team combustion is why we've been able to
gly intractable problems. For

and an hour

that sense of spontane
find so many unusual solutions to seemin;
example, in designing the slim Dynabook laptop we discovered there
't enough room for traditional fasteners. A brainstormer generated

wasn
? the two halves together—like a piano hinge—

the idea of “knitting
which sent us out looking for a strong, thin rod threaded on one end.
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Paniels & baniels

SRR

This surprising but effective use of a bicycle
spoke was inspired by a brainstorm.

<Mm eventually reached a solution by getting our favorite Palo Alto bike
shop to supply custom spokes to Dynab i
ynabook that,
did the trick. easinly enosh
You can't quantify the value of létting people’s minds run wild. At
one brainstormer a few designers and engineers got the idea to motor-
“We've struck gold!”

t follow up successfully on the whimsi-

ize a swirling pencil—and made one on the spot.
somebody yelled out. We didn’
cal toy. But a few years later, with or without our help, the Wigglewriter
came to market and sold like hotcakes. A waste of time? Not in m

book. It's the sort of incorrigible spirit of play that keeps team EmEvaM

in tune and on edge.




é

I'm convinced that if you participate regularly in brainstormers, it’s

like stretching exercises for your mind. You approach problems differ-

ently than when you're at your desk or strolling the halls. When a client
team members working on

rejects a Course of action, the two or three
that specific aspect of the project don’t slink off to their desks to mope.
st table and hold a mini-brainstormer,

They'll put up chairs t0 the nearest table and hold 8 IEDE2mE——

maybe just fifteen or thirty minutes t0 find a new track.

u
/\l\l\"\\\‘\!@i\n{fi SR e — .

Brainstormers can do something else for your group- Thiey, offer tite
It's friendly competition. Who

team’ members a chance to shine.
nd wittiness in front of

rate their cleverness a

doesn’t want to dermnonst
+ thunders, it's a multiple win, 2

their peers? And when a brainstorme

rising tide that lifts everyone up on a wave of excitement.
Some people, of course, are better at brainstorming than others.

And truth be told, your performance Jdoes matter. Pipe up in brain-

stormers, bang out 2 quick prototype, Of solve a tricky technical ques-

tion, and you'll rise in the eyes of your peers. If you've got an open style

n—with brainstormers, prototyping, and problem solv-

of innovatio
msmll%o:d naturally favor those who take action. It's true, “hot groups’

rinking violets. When a newcomer starts peppering

aren’t a place for sh
we take notice. You earn respect and

a brainstormer with cool ideas,

authority in that weeld’s brainstormer or on today’s prototype team.
Unfortunately, we all occasionally fall victim to negativity. The

coach who hammers too hard on the fumbling player, the teacher who

corrects the flub and fails to praise the insight. Without a comfort

zone, people don't take chances Jf-yewre-going to do a lot of brain-

o watch out for. )

storming, there are several other pitfalls t

SIX WAYS TO KILL A BRAINSTORMER

A brainstormer is 2 terrible thin
ways to kill a brainstormer.

Here are six €

: The Art of innovation

g to waste. It’s easy to get it wrong

1. THE BOSS GETS TO SPEAK FIRST
If the boss gets first crack, then he’s going to set the agenda and the

boundaries, and your brainstormer is immediately limited. T know of

one Silicon Valley boss who eagerly launched a brainstorm sayin h
was looking for some great new ideas. But unfortunately, he mw__ome M
that enthusiasm with a room-silencing caveat: “Oh, and m,,\mQ new Emmm
has to be patentable. And something we can manufacture.” In that set
ting, nobody is going to suggest anything even remotely “wild.” T -
sending the boss out for coffee. Or mocmrrca. Y

2. EVERYBODY GETS A TURN
I once sat in on a meeting a client thought was brainstorming. Six-
teen people were packed into the room. We went clockwise around the

table, and each person was.g
2 NG mo-

C. Q NCAK Aot Q.
cratic. It was painful It was paintless i ,
. - was . It definitely wasn't a brain-

stormer.

3. EXPERTS OMNLY PLEASE
Let’s see, do I have a materials expert, an engineer, a software guru
and the V.P. of marketing? In brainstorming, don't be an "e

Bring in sqmeone from manufacturing, who knows how to build

things. Invite a nﬁm@ﬁ@h@%@yﬁﬁr lots of field experience. Find

1.,
someone who reads a lot of sci

e ion. They may not have the
right” degrees, but they just might have the insight you need.

4, DO IT OFF-SITE

; wwmsmnoqa:m at ski lodges and beach resorts can be counterpro-
. :Q.Zm.. Do you want your team members to think that creativity and
inspiration only happen at high altitude or within walking distance of

want the buzz of creativity to blow through your offices as regularly as

a breeze at the beach.

an ocean? ' i
ean? Don't get me wrong: Off-sites are fine. But remember, you—

i
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5. NO SILLY STUFF

Sports utility shopping carts. Velcro diapers. A privacy curtain to
hide those embarrassing purchases. These are just a few of the wacky
ideas hatched during our Nightline shopping cart brainstormer. I can’t

A COOL COMPANY .
NEEDS HOT GROUPS ™

emphasize enough what these flights of fancy do for the team. They re-
t like work, that anything goes, and that

3

mind everybody that this isn
we’re going to have a lot of fun while we solve our problems.

6. WRITE DOWN EVERYTHING

1 recently encountered a senior manager who
things, but very bad at g.&:mSHB,SM. What's his main fault? He writes
everything down, and I mean everything. W_MmeoB contributes any-

)

s very good at a lot of

E

thing useful. We've seen this scenario before, especially among those

who are new to brainstormers. H&a:m notes shifts your focus to the
EVIRRIARIS S IIT st

ance and type on your lap-

wrong side of your brain, It's like trying to d
ant, doodle to your heart’s de-

L Wi

top at the same time. Sketch all yo

’

light. But don't act as if you're in IESQ 101.

Everybody brainstorms. And everyone could get better at it, includ-
ing IDEO—which was why we recently launched a research project to
look for new approaches and variations. We believe it’s worth the en-

)

ergy to try harder. A brainstorm can feel like it's just another meeting,
or it can be a fun, invigorating experience that can take a project or a

team to a new level.

Joe Watson

4
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