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We’ve all been there: The boss asks you to participate in a chaotic exercise billed as a brainstorming session, tells you to think outside the box and then waits expectantly. How can these exercises be improved?



Traditional brainstorming sessions are often characterized by a few things: a lack of planning and organization; unclear goals; spontaneous, free-flowing ideas with little real-world application; and participants who loudly dominate the session or those who sit silently throughout.

In their popular 2011 book Brainsteering, authors Kevin P. Coyne and Shawn T. Coyne explain how to actively guide creativity through non-traditional brainstorming strategies to produce breakthrough business ideas. The former McKinsey consultants have spent more than a decade developing an approach to improve upon traditional brainstorming techniques and steer them in a more productive direction by introducing just the right amount of structure into the process, and asking the right questions.

The concept underlying brainsteering is to encourage users to focus and look into an idea deeply rather than ricocheting around, brainstorming-style. The key is providing participants with some context and parameters to avoid the fast, furious and ultimately shallow ideas generated in traditional brainstorming sessions, the authors say.

With that in mind, below are four ways to avoid the common brainstorming pitfalls before they even occur, based on key techniques the Coynes recommend to make practical idea generation more effective.

Identify Your Organization’s Decision-Making Criteria.

Like it or not, most of us operate in a specific context governed by particular rules and regulations pertaining to our organizations. Whereas traditional brainstorming is typically unfocused, brainsteering strategically delineates the confines of the idea-generation process.

One reason good ideas hatched in corporate brainstorming sessions often go nowhere is that they are beyond the scope of what the organization would ever be willing to consider the Coynes wrote in a recent McKinsey article, titled 7 Steps to Better Brainstorming (registration required). Managers hoping to spark creative thinking in their teams should therefore start by understanding (and in some cases shaping) the real criteria the company will use to make decisions about the resulting ideas.�

The authors recommend telling brainstorming session participants at the start about the decision-making criteria that will be used to evaluate ideas, as well as the context to understand what an acceptable idea is. Ultimately, no matter how good they are, any idea that doesn’t acknowledge the legitimate constraints you face whether they involve time, money or organizational assets/skills are discouraged if they cannot be implemented by the organization.

Keep Groups Small.

To ensure fruitful discussions, don’t have your participants hold one continuous, rambling discussion among the entire group for several hours. Instead, have them conduct multiple, discrete, highly focused idea generation sessions among subgroups of three to five people no fewer, no more according to the Coynes. Each subgroup should focus on a single question for a full 30 minutes.

Why three to five people? the Coynes ask. The social norm in groups of this size is to speak up, whereas the norm in a larger group is to stay quiet.�

Indeed, a 2010 study published in the journal Applied Cognitive Psychology found that brainstorming alone proved to be more effective than brainstorming collectively, challenging conventional wisdom that larger groups of people will come up with a wider range of ideas than those working alone or in smaller groups.

Put Everyone on a Level Playing Field.

As IMT noted last fall, there are several cognitive obstacles that can lead to failed brainstorming, including: evaluation apprehension, which causes people to worry about what others will think of their more unorthodox ideas: social loafing, which leads some participants to avoid contributing anything because they assume others will provide the necessary ideas; and production blocking, which inhibits other people from developing ideas while someone else is talking.

To put all participants on a level playing field, the Coynes recommend isolating idea crushers in their own subgroup.  Idea crushers come in three varieties: bosses, whose presence often makes people hesitant to express unproven ideas; big mouths, who take up air time, intimidate the less confident and give everyone else an excuse to be lazy; and subject matter experts, who can squelch new ideas because everyone defers to their presumed superior wisdom.

By quarantining the idea crushers and violating the old brainstorming adage that a melting pot of personalities is ideal, you’ll free the other subgroups to think more creatively the Coynes continue. Your idea crushers will still be productive; after all, they won’t stop each other from speaking up.�

Ask the Right Questions.

Traditional brainstorming sessions don’t usually follow a specific path, instead occurring in such a way that broad questions are asked and ideas are generated in a rapid, random and unorganized fashion. With brainsteering sessions, on the other hand, focused questions result in unique answers because participants are forced to respond to a particular issue. Enabling participants to think inside a carefully constructed box therefore generates carefully constructed ideas.

Decades of academic research show that traditional, loosely structured brainstorming techniques are inferior to approaches that provide more structure. The best way we’ve found to provide it is to use questions as the platform for idea generation according to the Coynes.  The trick is to identify questions with two characteristics.

First, they should force your participants to take a new and unfamiliar perspective the Coynes write. The second characteristic of a right question is that it limits the conceptual space your team will explore, without being so restrictive that it forces particular answers or outcomes.
Effective questions encourage teams to take a new and unfamiliar perspective while limiting the conceptual space teams will explore. For example, look beyond the boundaries of your organization. Who else is dealing with the same problems we’re facing but for an entirely different reason, and how have they addressed it? and explore unexpected successes.  Who uses our service in ways we never expected? Because teams are forced to respond to a particular issue, such questions identify customer problems and reveal approaches that don’t fall under standard operating procedures.

