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Think It 
/ Ink It

Think about what you 
already know about 
brainstorming. 
1. Tell me what you 

know about 
brainstorming.

2. Tell me the 
questions you want 
answered about 
brainstorming.
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Most Brainstorming sessions 
start with sincerity

“I just want to get feedback, how is it 
going, is there a better way to do this?”



Most Brainstorming sessions 
assume…

• ‘Throwing ideas around’ will help 
generate even greater and more 
innovative ideas.

• Brainstorming = Innovation



Most Brainstorming sessions 
assume…

• If you have an idea you’ll say it.
• Attendance = Participation



Most Brainstorming sessions 
assume…

• If you ask people to give their ideas, they 
will.

• Inviting Responses = Collaboration



Are those assumptions correct?



Some 
People 

Participate 
Actively



Some don’t



If that is the 
case…

“Any time people come together in a 
meeting, we’re not necessarily getting the 
best ideas; we’re just getting the ideas of 
the best talkers” – Susan Cain



what about Idea Generation?

An Experiment



Learning Outcomes

1. New Pet Peeve 
2. Why/How 

Silence?
3. New Ideas



Stepping Back

Why do we 
brainstorm?
1. To Innovate
2. To Create 

Great Teams



Stepping Back

If that is what we believe, is brainstorming 
by the loud & few acceptable?



Stepping Back

If that is what we believe, is restricting our 
ideas to pink elephants acceptable?



The Science

“Turns out the way your team is 
brainstorming is probably all wrong!”
- BusinessInsider.com referencing a joint University of Texas and 
Texas A & M University Study from 2010



The Science
(Number of Ideas Generated)

4 Individuals 
working 
separately
4 Individuals 
working 
anonymously 
together

(from “Collaborative Fixation: Effects on others’ ideas on brainstorming”)



The Science

4 Individuals 
working 
separately
4 Individuals 
working 
anonymously 
together

(Variety of Ideas Generated)

(from “Collaborative Fixation: Effects on others’ ideas on brainstorming”)



The Science

“supports the notion that exchanging ideas in a group 
leads members to become fixated on their peers' ideas, 
thus reducing the number of categories explored.”

(from “Collaborative Fixation: Effects on others’ ideas on brainstorming”)



The Science



“Brainstorming 
didn’t unleash 
the potential of 
the group, but 
rather made each 
individual less 
creative”
Yale University – Study 
(1958)

The Science

12	Groups	of	4 48	Individuals

Number	of	Unique	Solutions

“solutions 
were more 
feasible and 
effective”



The Science

Why the Fixation?

“The Emory University neuroscientist 
Gregory Berns found that when we 
take a stance different from the 
group’s, we activate the amygdala, a 
small organ in the brain associated 
with the fear of rejection. Professor 
Berns calls this ‘the pain of 
independence.’”

- Susan Cain



The Science

What about Debate?

(2003 Study at the University of California by professor Charlan Nemeth)



The Science

What about Debate?
- Teams that were 

instructed to debate 
the ideas … “were 
the most creative –
generating nearly 
twenty percent more 
ideas”

(2003 Study at the University of California by professor Charlan Nemeth)
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The Science

Why is debate useful? 
Consider this free association example:
- Say the first thing you think of when I say…

GREEN
- Nearly everyone says…

(2003 Study at the University of California by professor Charlan Nemeth)



The Science

How do we get past this layer of predictability?

(at least in 1965…)



The Science

“being exposed to [alternate 
views] expands our creative 
potential.”

“After hearing someone shout 
out an errant answer, we 
work to understand it, which 
causes us to reassess our 
initial assumptions and try out 
new perspectives.”

(2003 Study at the University of California by professor Charlan Nemeth)



The Science

“Decades of research have consistently shown that 
brainstorming groups think of far fewer ideas than the 
same number of people who work alone and later pool 
their ideas.”
- Keith Sawyer – psychologist at Washington University about Brainstorming

“This finding mirrors patterns found in previous research 
(Coskun, Paulus, Brown, & Sherwood, 2000) and suggests 
that brainstorming sessions might be optimal if a group 
session follows an individual session.”
- (from “Collaborative Fixation: Effects on others’ ideas on brainstorming”)



The Science : Summary

Individual > Group for 
Generating Ideas

– Ironic Process Theory
– Fixation
– Amygdala
– Group Think

Group > Individual for 
Processing/Expanding Ideas

– Debate spurs new perspectives
– Activates System 2



The Science : Summary
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So?

How then 
should we 

brainstorm?

1. Think about this 
presentation.

Think about what you 
learned about 
brainstorming. 

In silence, write down 
everything you learned 
about brainstorming 
(one item per post-it)



So?

How then 
should we 

brainstorm?

2. Alternate reading your 
ideas out loud to your 
group. Place your idea in 
the middle once you’ve 
read it.

During this round, do:
• Ask questions.
• Write new ideas as you 

think of them.
• Remove Duplicates

Continue until all ideas 
have been read.



Comparing the Steps to the 
Science

Steps

1. Prompt (facilitator)
2. Write (silence)
3. Process (out loud)

Science

1. Prompt w/o Fixation
2. Generate in silence
3. Process out loud



Stepping Back

Why do we 
brainstorm?
1. To Innovate
2. To Create 

Great Teams



The Science Just Might Be 
Secondary…



Silent Brainstorming Encourages:

Giving up power. 
Handing out ownership. 

Spreading around responsibility. 
Creating engagement. 
Building better teams.

Building better products.



In Closing

To innovate and build 
great products, use this 
simple technique to reach 
every participant:

1. Generate in silence 
2. Process out loud

http://www.slideshare.net/SteveRogalsky/the-silence-of-agile
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Silent Examples
• Generic Silent Brainstorming

– http://winnipegagilist.blogspot.ca/2012/01/silent-brainstorming.html
• Silent Brainstorming: A Guide to using Post-its

– http://www.slideshare.net/SteveRogalsky/silent-brainstorming-a-guide-to-
using-postits

• Speed Boat
– http://innovationgames.com/2010/01/using-speed-boat-for-process-

improvement/
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– http://leancoffee.org/


