BRAINSTORM EXERCISE








A: The story





Brainstorm is a dynamic tool, where quantities of ideas are offered with no criticism. It can help people solve problems, develop new products or services and increase productivity. This most popular technique for generating new ideas was invented in the 1930s by Alex Osborn, a Madison Avenue advertising executive.


In this exercise, the goal is to generate a great amount of product/service ideas as a basis for the identification of an idea of business to be explored in research and new business planning exercises.


After the trainer has explained the objectives and characteristics of brainstorming, the group experiences a warm-up process to improve its creative potential. In the following step, the trainer clarifies the rules that must be obeyed during the brainstorming session. One by one the members of the group offer one brief product/service idea, without criticism or judgement, while the trainer writes down the ideas on a flip chart. The session continues this way until there is a great amount of ideas, the group shows signs of fatigue, or the flow of ideas will be exhausted.


Although this exercise has just the objective to generate ideas, a brief processing of the group’s experience can be done, exploring the difficulties experienced, as well as the differences between the nature of ideas in the beginning and at the end of the exercise. The trainer can also explore the effects of the judgement and criticism about the ideas suggested, and the people’s tendency to retain the creation flow when generating ideas. The analysis of the ideas will be done in another exercise.


The Brainstorming Exercise is a good initial one for the Business Plan course, since it allows the participants to generate and select ideas of products/services business.


�
B: Basic information





Objectives of learning�
�
�
Basic objectives to be achieved by participants


�
The participants


develop their creativity.


generate a great amount of product/service ideas that benefits the identification of an idea of business to be used in research and new business planning exercises.


practise the generation of ideas prior to beginning tasks such as writing or solving problems.�
�
Additional objectives of a higher level depending on the situation and the current conditions of the target group�
The participants


respect the individual differences.


are encouraged to take risks in sharing their ideas and opinions.�
�
Uses�
Decision process and generation and selection of ideas�
�
Developed in�
�
�



�
C: Further Information





Time�
1 h�
�
Preparation of rooms�
chairs in U-shaped formation�
�
Requirements�
�
Trainers/assistants�
1 trainer and 1 or 2 assistants�
�
Didactic aids to prepare�
flip chart with instructions (annex 1)


guidelines for the trainers (annex 2)�
�
Materials for the trainers (during the exercise)�
2 flip charts with large sheets of paper.


marker pens


masking tape�
�
Materials for the participants (during the exercise)�
paper and pencil�
�
Important conditions of the room�
A place where the participants will not be disturbed for at least one hour.�
�



�
D: Learning Process Overview





Step�
Time�
Most important contents�
�
Technique and Goals Explanation�
10’


�
1. Clarifying the technique


2. Warm-up process�
�
General Instructions


�
5’�
1. Explanation of Rules


2. Highlighting the goals


3. Time overview�
�
Brainstorm Process�
20’


�
Generation of ideas


�
�
Processing and Generalising�
20’


�
Discussing the experience


Technique applications in the workplace�
�



�
E: Integrated Learning Process Organisation (ILPO)





�
Step�
Time�
Most Important Contents�
Activities of Trainer�
Range of Possible �Activities of Participants�
Required Materials�
Hints�
�
Technique Explanation�
10’�
The trainer quickly explains the objectives and characteristics of the technique to generate ideas, known as brainstorming.


For the accomplishment of a brainstorming exercise to generate a business idea or solutions of entrepreneurial problems it is advisable, that the group experiences a warm-up process to set free its creative potential. �
explaining, taking a little time to warm up the participants�
listening�
�















Creative potential can be set free in rounds of brainstorming using funny themes or other creative association of idea exercises.�
�
General Instructions�
5’�
The trainer explains the basic characteristics of the brain-storming technique and gives the following instructions:


All members of the group must participate. The more ideas, the better.


No idea should be blocked.


All ideas are allowed, even if they seem absurd or foolish for the author himself.


All ideas will be respected and not evaluated.


Ideas already mentioned must be avoided.


Ideas should not be detailed.�
explaining the rules, clarifying doubts, giving examples�
listening, asking�
flip chart with instruc�tions (annex 1)�
If brainstorming is new for the participants, the trainer can give them examples or even apply a 1st brainstorming round based on another issue.�
�
Brainstorm Session�
20’�
The trainer may begin by intro�ducing the task: the group must create product/service ideas which will be the base for a business idea.


The trainer can use a ball or a cloth doll to turn the exercise into a more casual/relaxed one. The participants throw the object to each other and the one who received it should give an idea in 3 seconds. In case he/she does not make it, the person will say: ”I pass on”.


A game procedure can be adopted: for example, to place an adhesive on the forehead of the person who does not give one idea in the demanded time and to eliminate from the group the one who receives 3 adhesives. In this case, there will be a champion of ideas.


The exercise finishes when there is a great amount of ideas and the group shows signs of fatigue or when the free flow of ideas is dried up. �
relaxing the participants, conducting the brain-storming session (according to annex 2), writing down the ideas on the flip chart �
giving ideas, applying the rules�
flip chart�
Speed, quantity and spontaneity are the goals of the process.


Some participants may be reluctant to speak out in a group but brainstorming is an open and sharing activity which encourages all in the group to participate.


The trainer should lead the exercise to restrain the attempts of evaluation as critical or sarcastic comments. It should be avoided to give details of the ideas or keep too much time giving minimum variations of a same idea. For instance: A person presents as idea the sale of sandwiches. Others present as idea the sale of sandwich of ham, cheese, salami, turkey etc. The trainer can interrupt it, saying: ”Now, there are enough sandwiches” or ”From now on, we do not want more ideas of sandwiches...”


Quantity is most important. A typical brainstorming session will yield 50 to 100 ideas.�
�
Processing�
20’�
Although the brainstorming exercise has  the objective to generate ideas (and processing is not required), a brief processing of the experience can take place, in order to clarify a liberation of creativity process.


The trainer can ask the group about the feelings and difficulties (mental blocks) experienced in the exercise. He can also stimulate the group to notice differences among the feelings and differences between the nature of ideas generated in the beginning of the exercise and after a certain time, in order to verify the effect of the technique on the increase of the people’s creative capacity.


A discussion on the restraining effects of judgement, about generation of ideas, or on people’s tendency to retain creation flow when formulating some ideas can be quite productive.�
questioning�
answering/ discussing�
soft board, metaplan-cards�
�
�
Generali�sing�
�
How can you use this technique in your work?�
questioning�
answering�
�
�
�
Synthesis�
�
See list of articles referring to this subject�
�
�
�
�
�
�
F: Hints for preparation, typical situations and dangers





While most people are familiar with the term ”brainstorming”, only few know precisely what it means. It is commonly misconceived as a lively discussion between two or more people aimed at coming up with a few bright ideas. It is seen as an informal, unstructured, no-holds-barred exchange between participants. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth. Brainstorming is a formal, structured process in which certain ”holds” normally used in ordinary discussion and debate are very definitely ”barred”. 


The structured process and the rules are necessary to break down the unconscious constraints or prejudices people normally place on their thinking and to allow them to be truly creative.


Like all creative activity, brainstorming carries no guarantee of success. The group may end up dismissing 100% of the ideas generated.


�
G: Variations





Alternative uses and objectives 





Like many such long-standing techniques, brainstorming can also be used in the pursuit of problem solving, quality improvement and creativity development. 


2) Minimising/Maximising





For time reason, the giving ideas step can be shortened.


If there are many people who do not know the brainstorming process, a 1st brainstorming round based on another issue can be applied, allowing the participants to practise this tool/technique.


3) Substitutions





None


�
H: Annexes





Chart





Annex 1  Brainstorm exercise





Guidelines for the participants





In order to clarify the brainstorming process, the trainer can write down on a soft board or a flip chart the following instructions:





All members of the group must participate. Be creative. The more ideas, the better.


No idea should be blocked. All  ideas are allowed, even if they seem absurd or foolish for the author himself.


The participants must give only one idea per turn.


The group should make its thinking as funny or as silly as possible.


All ideas will be respected and not evaluated. Do not criticise or judge. Do not even groan, frown or laugh. All ideas are equally valid at this point.


 Ideas already mentioned must be avoided.


The ideas should not be detailed. Keep ideas brief, do not tell stories.





�



Session


Document 





Annex 2  Brainstorm exercise





Guidelines for the trainers





The trainers must follow these rules for more productive brainstorming sessions:





Establish a warm and supporting environment. Keep a relaxed atmosphere (the process should be disciplined and structured, but informal).


Focus on the issue to be brainstormed and set rules (see annex 1).


Emphasise that a quantity of ideas is the goal.


Write down every idea – clearly and where everyone can see them (visual feedback is critical). Try to keep each idea expressed in as few words as possible (without losing the meaning, of course).


Discourage evaluative or critical comments: contributions are accepted without judgement. Explain that everyone’s ideas are valuable and worthy of respect.


Do not speak during the brainstorming.


Encourage the participants to listen carefully and politely to the others’ contributions.


Give everyone equal opportunity to contribute.
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