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Brainstorming Pitfalls and Best Practices

CHAUNCEY E. WILSON
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“Let’s get together and brainstorm!” You have probably
heard this call to action many times. Group brainstorm-
ing seems like a simple undertaking—you get a group
of people together, present a topic or problem, and then
ask the group to generate as many ideas as possible.
When you are done generating ideas, you apply a selec-
tion technique for deciding which ideas will be investi-
gated further. The most basic principles for successful
group brainstorming are [4]:

1. Defer judgment about the quality of ideas (often
expressed as “no criticism” of ideas). 

2. Quantity, not quality, is the goal of brainstorming.

The apparent simplicity of these two principles
leads many colleagues to believe that successful brain-
storming can be done by almost anyone. In reality, defer-
ring judgment is a difficult task and the goal of quantity
can be easily derailed. 

This article describes pitfalls of group brainstorm-
ing and best practices for improving your brainstorming
sessions. I also will describe a method called “brainwrit-
ing” that complements group brainstorming and can
help achieve the key goal of “quantity, not quality.” Let’s
start our examination of brainstorming with a basic
issue—the diversity of the brainstorming group.

DIVERSITY: HELP OR HINDRANCE?

Many references to group brainstorming call for diversi-
ty in the group. The theory is that more diversity will lead
to more ideas. However, the relationship between diver-
sity and creativity is complex. Sometimes diversity in
groups can lead to the type of discomfort that many of
you might feel when high-level managers and strangers
are invited to brainstorm with you [2]. These strangers
might increase diversity but also make the junior partic-
ipants feel awkward about voicing “wild ideas.” Diversity
is important, but group comfort and cohesion also play
a role in brainstorming success [3].

BEST PRACT ICES
• Do not invite anyone to the brainstorming meeting

who is feared by other members. This might mean that
managers or the volatile guru in the group are not
invited to the session.

• Invite people from different groups who are known to
the participants.

• Introduce everyone if there is anyone new is in the
room.

SERIAL SPEAKING AND 
PRODUCTION BLOCKING

The quantity of ideas from brainstorming is reduced

when participants are expressing ideas since only one
person can express an idea at a time. The person who
is speaking is blocking the production of ideas by other
members who may forget what they were thinking or
decide that their idea isn’t good enough. The technical
term for this is “production blocking.” Extending this fur-
ther, the telling of war stories or too much explanation
of an idea can also block ideas and reduce the quantity
of ideas.

BEST PRACT ICES
• Use a trained facilitator. Brainstorming is a complex

social situation and training can help the leader keep a
session on track. 

• At the beginning of the brainstorming session, tell
the participants that ideas should be expressed
quickly, without undue elaboration or stories that
attempt to establish the quality of the ideas. Only
questions about the meaning of the ideas should be
allowed.

• Strongly enforce the rule that only one person speaks
at a time (serial speaking).

• Consider asking participants to raise their hands when
they have an idea.

• Provide note cards for people who get ideas while
someone else is speaking to minimize production
blocking.

COMPETITION TO INCREASE 
THE QUANTITY OF IDEAS

Competition can increase the quantity of ideas. You
might consider setting a goal that transcends a “typical
performance.” For example, if you are getting 50 to 60
ideas, you might set an explicit goal: “Let’s generate
100 ideas today.” In their research on how competition
affected quantity, Paulus and Dzindolet found that par-
ticipants who were given goals that were about twice
those of a “typical performance” increased their quan-
tity of ideas by about 40 percent over groups that were
not given an aggressive goal [7].

BEST PRACT ICES
• Set an explicit and aggressive goal for the number of

ideas that should emerge from your brainstorming ses-
sion. You might write down on a board how many
ideas you would like to get out of the brainstorming
session.

• Number each idea. You can use this as a way to moti-
vate participants to get to the next level. For example,
if you have 90 ideas, you might urge your colleges to
“go for 100 ideas!” Numbering also allows you to
jump to an idea quickly and easily if an earlier idea
triggers a new one.
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• Motivate participants by telling them how important
the ideas are when you introduce the brainstorming
session. 

• Provide some actual feedback about how many ideas
were generated in prior brainstorming sessions—”In
the last brainstorming session we generated 117
ideas in 30 minutes.”

• Make all the ideas visible and legible so existing ideas
can serve as catalysts for additional ideas. A practical
issue here is writing large enough for everyone in the
room to see the ideas.

PREPARATION FOR 
BRAINSTORMING SESSIONS

I’ve been to many brainstorming sessions in which the
participants are not asked to do much preparation.
They may know the main topic for brainstorming, but
are not asked to do much “pre-work.” Asking your par-
ticipants to do some “individual brainstorming,” where
they list ideas in the privacy of their own offices and
then bring their ideas to the group brainstorming ses-
sion, can increase the overall number of ideas. In addi-
tion to doing individual brainstorming you might also
consider some extended “warm-ups” for the group
brainstorming session. For example, you might plan a
warm-up where you expose your colleagues to stimuli
related to your brainstorming topic. Kelley describes a
warm-up experiment for a project on toy design [1].
One group of designers did no preparation for a brain-
storming session; a second group read books related
to the design project and listened to a lecture; the third
group took a field trip to a toy store. Each group then
conducted a brainstorming exercise. The group that
actually went to the toy store generated more ideas
than the other two groups. In the software world, you
might have the participants each look at a different
competitor or read some articles that relate to the
brainstorming topic. 

BEST PRACT ICES
• Ask participants to spend a given number of min-

utes (say ten to 15) doing individual brainstorming
on the topic of concern. Provide the participants
with cards for writing down ideas. You can collect
the cards at the brainstorming session and add any
ideas that don’t make it on to the group list.

• Give your brainstorming team warm-up exercises that
will stimulate novel ideas.

COMPLEMENT GROUP BRAINSTORMING 
WITH BRAINWRITING

Brainwriting is a method for rapidly generating ideas
about products or processes by asking participants to
write their ideas on paper (or online) rather than shout-
ing them out as they would in a traditional group brain-
storming session. You can ask a group to do individual
brainwriting, where each person in the group writes
down many ideas related to a topic and then hands the
ideas to the facilitator. You can also conduct interactive
brainwriting sessions where each person writes his/her
ideas on a page for several minutes. Then the pages are
passed along to the next person in the group (or shuf-
fled and redistributed), and that person is asked to read
(silently) the ideas from the previous person and add
something new to the list without speaking to anyone
else. The pages with ideas from two people are then
passed to another person (or redistributed from a pile),
and the process repeats several more times. At the end
of the session, all the ideas are posted for review by the
brainwriting participants. 

Brainwriting is not yet a common technique for gen-
erating ideas, but it has some advantages over group
brainstorming where people verbalize their ideas. One
advantage is that the blocking effects found in face-to-
face brainstorming (for example, evaluation apprehen-
sion and competition for speaking time) are reduced
when people write their ideas privately rather than
shouting them out. If you use the interactive method of
brainwriting, where people see each other’s written
ideas, then participants can use prior ideas to stimulate
new ones.

BEST PRACT ICES
• Consider brainwriting as an alternative to brainstorm-

ing when your group is contentious or when the cul-
ture might inhibit participants from expressing “wild
and crazy” ideas in front of their peers (or worse, their
managers).

• Use brainwriting to gather ideas when time is limited
or you have a large group. I have used brainwriting
during project meetings to gather questions that team
members have about users and their work. The
process is simple: Hand out a page to everyone in the
room, write the question or topic on the board, give
people two to three minutes to write their ideas, then
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THE FATHER OF
MODERN
BRAINSTORMING

Alex Osborn generally
is credited with devel-
oping the modern orga-
nizational brainstorming
method and attendant
guidelines for brain-
storming in the 1940s
and 1950s [4]. His
process (originally
called “thinking up”) is
described in his classic
book, Applied
Imagination: Principles
and Procedures of
Creative Problem-
Solving. Many of the
original techniques
described by Osborn
have received support
from researchers. This
book is available
through used book-
sellers and well worth
a read if brainstorming
is a staple in your
organization.

BRAINWRITING IS
MORE EFFECTIVE
THAN GROUP
BRAINSTORMING

Paulus and Brown [5]
conducted research
showing that brainwrit-
ing can generate about
40 percent more ideas
than traditional group
brainstorming. They
suggested that this dif-
ference is probably due
to the many distrac-
tions that can occur in
group brainstorming
that reduce the quantity
of ideas. There are
issues of subconscious
conformity, fear about
pleasing one’s manag-
er, inhibitions about
public speaking, and
the tendency of groups
to view themselves as
more effective than
individuals even though
groups often generate
fewer ideas than indi-
viduals who are brain-
storming alone. 

(continued on page 63)
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can inhibit idea generation and requires
less facilitator expertise. F
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pass them on to the next person who
adds some more on the same page.
Repeat this several times and you will
come out of a meeting with perhaps
dozens of ideas. Brainwriting is a paral-
lel process for generating ideas that isn’t
limited by the one-speaker-at-a-time rule
for group brainstorming. Plus, you can
use it to gather questions and ideas in
meetings that are not dedicated solely to
brainstorming.

Group brainstorming is a complex
social activity that requires a strong facilita-
tor, clear ground rules, suspension of ver-
bal (and nonverbal) criticism, and some-
times even “homework” to act as a catalyst
for ideas. This article highlights the pitfalls
of group brainstorming and suggests some
best practices that will help you meet the
primary goal of quantity, not quality.
Brainwriting is discussed as a useful com-
plement to group brainstorming because it
eliminates some of the social forces that

T H E  W E L L - T E M P E R E D
P R A C T I T I O N E R
(continued from page 51)

sumer” or “user” ignores this rich structure
of abilities, motives, and social structures.

Time to admit that we are people, and
that we design for people. Yes, I know, the
various terms arose from the need to dis-
tinguish the many different roles people
play in the world of artifacts, machines,
and gizmos: those who specify, those who
distribute, those who purchase (cus-
tomers), those who actually use them
(users). Those who stand by and watch.
But that is still no excuse. All of them are
people. All deserve their share of dignity.
Their roles can be specified in other ways.
It is time to wipe words such as “con-
sumer,” “customer,” and “user” from our
vocabulary. Time to speak of people.
Power to the people. F
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