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			Innovating as a team

			
					Issue: how can I set up productive brainstorming sessions in order to arrive at concrete and original decisions?

					Uses: innovating as part of a group and finding creative solutions to the company’s problems or to its development requirements.

					Professional context: all types of groupwork.

					FAQs:	Can I organise a brainstorming session without a group leader?

	Can I participate in a brainstorming session if I am the group leader?

	What is the ideal length of a brainstorming meeting?

	What is the ideal number of participants?

	Can I do a brainstorming session remotely?

	What should I do if nobody is contributing to the discussion?

	Is it possible to overcome personal conflicts with brainstorming?

	Is brainstorming suitable for all situations?

	Is it better to reflect alone or as part of a team?




			

			Since competition and rivalry in a professional setting are tough and merciless, you must always be able to adapt to the demands of your clients. Furthermore, it is necessary – vital, even – for companies to innovate. These transformations can take place through internal reorganisation, the creation of new products, investing in a new niche, etc.

			Before committing to one of these changes, it is important to set aside some time for reflection in order to define your objectives and give yourself the means of finding creative and innovative solutions. And what could be better than getting employees to participate in this research? Indeed, teamwork is a strength as well as a necessity: a company cannot rely on the creativity of a single person if it wants to make progress. But how can you best use the creative resources of your team and achieve concrete and innovative advances?

			Many people resort to brainstorming: it is a method that everyone knows, or at least thinks they know! It is often seen as an ‘ideas fair’, during which participants have a lot of fun. However, when it comes to drawing conclusions, the group is often helpless when they have to sort through all the ideas that have been generated. Hours go by, and no concrete decisions are taken! Disillusionment and demotivation set in, as the participants feel as though they have done all that thinking for nothing. You may well have already been in this tricky situation.

			However, the method has proven its worth. If mastered, it allows you to tap into the creativity of a whole group and becomes a powerful tool for your company. Despite its image as a relaxed meeting, this method actually requires a great deal of care in its planning and management. Paradoxically, you will motivate your team the most and lead them in the right direction by establishing a precise framework.

			“Brainstorming is identified as a time of greater freedom, whereas the rest of the time our day-to-day work is split between following guidelines and executing our plans. It is also the time that allows us to align various participants’ thoughts so that everyone can make the overall strategy of the company into their own strategy” (Pascal, head of an IT maintenance team for a mutual insurance company).

		


		
			Organised brainstorming: the basics

			Since it was first used in the 1940s, brainstorming has produced conclusive results. Its creator Alex Osborn (1888-1966), the director of a large American advertising agency, developed the method of the meeting. In doing so, he was trying to respond to the demands of his clients who were looking for creative ideas for their advertising campaigns. Since then the method has evolved and, in proof of its effectiveness, been adopted by a great number of companies.

			Brainstorming is based on two premises:

			
					Each person is gifted with a certain degree of creativity and can be a source of new ideas.

					We tend to not express these ideas, partly out of social conformism, but also because our rational side often quickly comes out on top. Consequently, we must do everything possible to counter this double influence which deforms our ideas.

			

			Logically, brainstorming is also based on a double movement. First of all, ‘pure’ ideas are gathered, which calls on our creativity, then these ideas are processed rationally, which is based on analysis. This is the foundation of brainstorming, and you should always keep it in mind.
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			The group leader: the architect of success

			The role of the group leader is essential, but often neglected. They are in charge of preparing the brainstorming session, ensuring that it runs smoothly and obtaining the final result. They do not manage the content, but the form: they are therefore not strictly speaking a participant, as they do not put forward ideas. This neutrality is recommended: if you want to occupy this role, this entails withdrawing from the discussion.

			During the meeting, the group leader’s main tasks are to:

			
					ensure that the participants fully understand the aim and the issues of the brainstorming session;

					stimulate creativity with the help of different techniques and see that everyone can express themselves;

					get the group back on track if they lose sight of the aim and manage possible conflicts;

					supervise the analysis phase and see that the group selects the most suitable solutions to achieve the aim set;

					see that the time set aside for the meeting is kept to.

			

			The most important qualities of the group leader are observation and listening skills. They must be able to make the group feel comfortable, while at the same time commanding respect. This role may seem difficult at first, but it can be learnt.

			
				
					Extra information

					In order for the group leader to focus fully on their task, they will ideally be accompanied by an assistant, whose only duty is to note down the ideas put forward.

				

			

			Preparing for the meeting

			Establishing its objective

			Behind a brainstorming session, there is an objective to achieve: this can be an idea for a new product, the creation of a new graphic chart which illustrates the company’s values, the optimisation of production, etc. If you are working for a client, they generally set the objective themselves. Your mission is then to suggest suitable solutions to them. You should plan the meeting and determine the working methods to be used based on the goal to be reached.

			Paradoxically, the more specific you are in your mission statement, the more you will force your team to be creative to overcome the constraints. For example, how can you persuade 20-25 year olds to buy a range of products? How can you establish a particular product in the South?

			Putting together the group

			The other cornerstone of brainstorming is the group itself. A common error is to call on staff from a single department of the company. Conversely, you should look for participants with varied profiles. For technical innovation, you could bring together designers, engineers, sales representatives, accountants, etc. To return to the example of selling a product to 20-25 year olds, you should include people from this age range in your group. In some circumstances, you will have no choice: the group will be dictated by the clients or by the context of the company (for example, an SME with few employees).

			
				
					Tips

					
							If the object of your brainstorming concerns a client company, invite a representative from this company: in this way, you will improve relations with them and avoid wasting time on off-topic lines of approach.

							Vary the makeup of groups to broaden the reflections, even if working with people who know each other makes interactions easier and lowers inhibitions.

							Avoid inviting a boss, whether or not they are close in the hierarchy, because this can be an impediment to spontaneity.

					

				

			

			Inviting the group

			It is now time to invite the group to attend. The participants need to receive practical information and, above all, know the subject of the meeting. If possible, meet them individually to forge an initial connection; if not, invite them by email or phone. In all cases, send a recap email and a reminder the day before. This first approach is an opportunity to invite your group to begin reflecting ahead of time and to gather information. However, do not demand too much preparation or you may impair the spontaneous generation of ideas.

			
				
					Email invitations

					Use a welcoming tone in your email and slip in a touch of creativity. A simple phrase can be enough to motivate and attune your group.

				

			

			“I made a habit of starting and ending my invitation with a humorous phrase, often involving wordplay concerning the object of the meeting. Alongside this, the day before a big meeting, I gave my team free time for the last half an hour of the day, on the condition that they used it to think. The next day, I would surprise the group by asking them to present their ideas in an original form” (Thibaut, manager at a telecommunications company)

			A suitable location

			Just as a caterpillar cannot become a butterfly if it is not surrounded by a protective cocoon, a good group dynamic cannot be achieved unless all the conditions are in place.

			Brainstorming will be more productive in a quiet room that is an appropriate size for the group: big enough for everyone to settle themselves comfortably, but not too big, to avoid giving the impression of emptiness. Comfort should be optimum: radiator in winter, air conditioning in summer, toilets close by if possible. Don’t forget the most important thing: coffee and other refreshments! On this point, it would seem that water hydrates the brain and stimulates the mind.

			Once the location has been chosen, think about arranging the chairs and tables correctly. This is not just a matter of appearances: some layouts encourage participation, whereas others are conducive to a passive information session. To foster dialogue, there are two preferred options:

			[image: ]

			
				
					Tip

					In an unfamiliar situation, our first reflex is generally to stay with people we know. Feel free to break up pairs of friends and mix people with different profiles. From a creative point of view, by doing this you will bring them into contact with other ways of thinking and other knowledge and skills, and encourage the development of new ideas. From an interpersonal point of view, you will make it easier for employees to meet one another. To do this, assign places in advance by labelling chairs with participants’ names.

				

			

			Working material

			During the meeting, all the ideas put forward should be noted down. In order for people to build on other people’s suggestions, it is important for them to be permanently visible through some medium. This medium can be electronic, for example a projector linked to a computer, or physical, like a whiteboard or a plain wall, if you are using Post-its.

			Leading a brainstorming session: gathering ideas

			This is the part where participants have fun – sometimes, too much fun! Their energy must therefore be channelled to lead them in the right direction. If you are well-prepared, this step mainly involves managing the group. From a practical point of view, bringing up and gathering ideas should not take up more than half the meeting, so as to leave time for analysis and decision-making.

			The rules of brainstorming

			Brainstorming is governed by four principles:

			
					Suspending all value judgements towards oneself and others. All ideas, including the wildest ones, should be put forward without fear. Spontaneity is the keyword, and this can only reveal itself if each participant feels that they can speak freely.

					Leaving free reign to the imagination, without imposing any constraints.

					Putting forward as many ideas as possible. Their form or content is not that important. The emphasis is on quantity, not necessarily on originality.

					Building on the suggestions of others to combine and improve them.

			

			Memorise these rules, which are the very essence of brainstorming, and teach them to the participants. To achieve this, do not hesitate to stick them up on the walls of the meeting room, summarising them like in the diagram below.
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			Introduction – get off to a good start

			You have warmly welcomed the participants and sat them down in the room. Now, it is time to present the rules of the game to them and get them on board with them. The participants trust the group leader with the choice of creative methods, but the leader must make sure that the way the meeting will run works for everybody. To have a good basis from which to work and/or to avoid any misunderstandings, it is better to spend a few minutes going back over the plan than to be cut off once things are in full swing. The group leader must also confirm the internal rules of the group (breaktime, the possibility of getting up during the meeting to get coffee, etc.).

			In your introduction, you must set out:

			
					The objective to be reached. It is not enough to state it: you must also ensure that the group has understood it and that everyone is on the same page, meaning that everyone defines the problem in the same way. To do this, they adopt a common vocabulary. For example, if you want to find solutions directed at 20-25 year olds who smoke ‘a lot’, first of all you must define precisely what ‘a lot’ means for the group. Indeed, going around the table will show that this concept is interpreted in a number of different ways: for some people, it means smoking three or four cigarettes per day; for others, it means a packet. If you do not agree on a common threshold together, your brainstorming session is doomed to failure.

					How the meeting will run, in other words the amount of time allocated for each stage, the number, duration and time of breaks, etc.

					The methods to be used.

			

			Icebreakers

			After the introduction, sometimes an icebreaker is needed if the members of the group do not know each other. The aim is to make the participants feel comfortable so that they can express themselves easily. In a way, this is a warm-up.

			
				
					A few exercises

					
							For the group to get to know each other: in pairs, the participants introduce themselves to their partner, then each person introduces their partner to the group.

							To build team spirit: small physical challenges work very well. In a circle, the participants must pass each other a ball and go around the group as quickly as possible before coming back to their place. Repeat several times to improve performance and develop cohesion.

							To introduce reflection: organise the participants into subgroups of three people and ask them to find a little scenario to resolve a problem (linked to the meeting). Each group then presents their work. Allow around ten minutes for this exercise.

					

				

			

			The working method

			Before properly beginning the session, leave some time for individual reflection so that each person can immerse themselves in the subject and prepare their initial comments. The method used during the meeting is specified by the group leader while preparing for the brainstorming session, because this takes into account how you are going to bring out the ideas. As each situation has its own specific features, it is important to establish a dialogue with the client or the person who requested the meeting, in order to adapt the method used to the makeup of the group and the company culture.

			The most obvious technique is to let the members of the group express themselves when they want to. This method is known as ‘spontaneous expression’. As its name suggests, it offers the advantage of encouraging spontaneity and the free flow of speech. However, this process is not well suited to participants who are naturally reserved. 

			Another very widely used approach is that of going around the table. The group leader gets each participant to speak in turn. Their contribution can include one or more ideas. This method stops a leader from emerging and encourages listening to everybody. The other side of the coin is that it hinders the spontaneity and building on the ideas of other people that are essential to brainstorming. To reduce this problem, you can go around the table and follow this with the spontaneous expression method.

			There are other more complex and/or original techniques. You will learn about some of them in the ‘Over to you’ section.

			
				
					Tip

					In a meeting that is over two hours long, change the method halfway through. In this way, you will stop the group from falling into a creative rut. You can also alternate between spoken and written methods in order to obtain varied ideas and give everyone the opportunity to express themselves.

				

			

			
				
					Something to avoid

					Do not spend longer than the allocated time gathering ideas, even if the group is still going. Announce the end of this phase five minutes before and end the session by going around the table and letting everyone express themselves one last time.

				

			

			Encouraging all members of the group to participate

			The major danger of brainstorming is the emergence of leaders who bulldoze the less expressive participants. You must therefore remain attentive to the group dynamic and move towards individuals. Some working methods, such as spontaneous expression, require more frequent intervention on the part of each participant, whereas methods like going around the table naturally distribute speaking time. The Post-its method makes oral expression easier. The trickiest part of winning the trust of participants is encouraging them without pressuring or antagonising

			
			
			
					The fear of being judged is without doubt the main cause of your inhibition. And yet, you need to remember that Alex Osborn created brainstorming precisely to prevent any judgement. Make yourself see the meeting as a safe haven in which you have nothing to lose.

					Expressing your ideas is the best way of showing yourself in a new light and discovering affinities with other colleagues. The more you share, the more you will enjoy the meeting.

					Do not see brainstorming as a competition, but as the carrying out of a collective task. The aim is not to choose somebody’s idea, but to build the best project possible thanks to collective creativity. To do this, you need to be attentive to the other participants.

			

			
				
					
					
				

			

			Processing the data effectively to arrive at a concrete solution

			
			
			Criteria for the validation of ideas 

			
			
			
			
			
			The selection method

			
			
					Voting: each idea is voted on, in accordance with the established criteria. Counting up the points produces a hierarchy of solutions. 

					Consensus: the participants discuss and agree on the chosen solutions. This method takes more time, but has the advantage of being less mechanical than voting. Furthermore, it encourages the group to agree with the result.

			

			
				
					
					
				

			

			Applying the chosen ideas

			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			The other benefits of brainstorming

			
			
					the strengthening of interprofessional connections and of cooperation within a group, because all team members feel that they are fully integrated in the undertaking (team-building);

					the stimulation of each employee’s reflective and creative capacities;

					the exchange of knowledge and the sharing of skills;

					professional effectiveness;

					self-assertion within a group. 
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