Post-it Brainstorming

Overview:  The Osborn-Parnes creative problem solving technique has an efficient way to generate large numbers of possible ideas; then as a group, come up with a collective agreement on which are the most important.

Goals:

1. Rapidly generate many ideas around a topic (Divergent thinking)

2. Cluster ideas into ‘themes’ that to be acted on (Convergent thinking)

Materials:

3x5 Post-it pad for each participant, pens, flip chart per group

Participants:  

Best if placed in groups of 4 to 8

Procedure:

1. Number people off in groups of 6 (ideal).  Can be altered to groups of 4 to 8

2. Have them stand around the flip chart, pen in hand

3. Instruct them how to fill out an idea on a post-it

a. As you think of an idea, write it down on a post-it.  Try to write it with a subject and a verb

b. As you post the note on the flip chart, call it out for the group to hear

c. Generate as many ideas as rapidly as possible.  Real ones, fun ones.  In this exercise, quantity is equal to quality.

d. Write one idea per post-it.

4. Frame the specific topic (IMPORTANT) they are to be working on.  The clearer the better.  Example “Generate as many criteria as possible about what makes an outstanding team member.

5. Announce to them a short amount of time (2 to 5 minutes) to generate ideas on a specific topic (Divergent thinking).  

6. Holler Go! to start them

7. Give a count down each minute to move them along

8. Tell folks if they are explaining their idea, they are not generating.  Goal is numbers, not rationale.

9. As a facilitator, steep up the energy by calling out ideas that might stimulate thinking.  The facilitator’s energy is contagious.  

10. Push them to get more ideas.  The more ideas on the flip chart the more to work with.

11. At the end of the idea generation period, stop them.  Next, instruct them collectively to look at their post-its and begin moving/clustering them into common or natural themes. (2 to 4 minutes)

12. Once clustering “head” each cluster with a word or two the characterizes the entire cluster.

Osborn-Parnes Creative Problem Solving

Overview: To creative solve a problem, use the previously  described post-it brainstorming process for each of the “Finding” sessions below.  

If the topic is specific and facilitated aggressively, the group can come up with a collective solution and action plan, within 1 to 2 hours.  Large cross-functional or institution-wide set of solutions can be completed in 4 hours.

Participants: Those with knowledge and stake in the outcome of the solutions

1. Mess/Objective-Finding (Looking at the “mess” or objectives interrelated issues, challenges, problems, and opportunities to find an area on which to focus).  List significant challenges/opportunities, then isolate the main ones

2. Fact-Finding  (exploring knowns, unknowns, issues, challenges, missing or needed information to expand understanding of the mess).  Don’t over look the unknowns.

3. Problem-Finding (Discovering a suitably “fuzzy” problem, full of opportunity or need for unusual and novel solutions and approaches).  List of problem statements, then identify the best wording of the central problem.  Start statement with “how to…”

4. Idea-Finding (Generating a large number of diverse and novel ideas relating to the problem).  Optional:  This can often be skipped and go directly to solution finding.

5. Solution-Finding (Converging on a subset of ideas, synthesizing and refining them into potentially useful solutions, and exploring barriers and approaches to acceptance).  Possible solutions derived from the idea finding, then the selection of the best one(s)
6. Action-Finding (Generating and refining potential action steps to move the solutions through acceptance and into implementation).  The action steps needed for successful installation.  Most times staff take the solution post-its and add names, resources and target dates to them. 

