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✶✶ Engage all participants in the discussion; sometimes this might require 
“silent brainstorming” techniques such as asking everyone to be quiet 
for five minutes and write down their key ideas on a 3 × 5 card and then 
discussing what everyone wrote down on their cards. 

✶✶ Include one or more “outsiders” in the group to avoid groupthink and 
stimulate divergent thinking. Try to recruit astute thinkers who do not 
share the same body of knowledge or perspective as other group 
members but have some familiarity with the topic.

✶✶ Write it down! Track the discussion by using a whiteboard, an easel, or 
sticky notes (see Figure 5.1).

✶✶ Summarize the key findings at the end of the session. Ask the 
participants to write down their key takeaway or most important thing 
they learned on a 3 × 5 card as they depart the session. Then prepare 
a short summary and distribute the list to the participants (who may 
add items to the list) and to others interested in the topic (including 
supervisors and those who could not attend) either by e-mail or, 
preferably, a wiki. If there is a need to capture the initial brainstorming 

results as a “snapshot in time,” simply upload the results as a pdf or other 
word-processing document, but still allow the brainstorming discussion 
to continue on the wiki.

Many versions of brainstorming are in common usage. The following 
twelve-step process has worked well in intelligence and law enforcement 
communities to generate key drivers for Multiple Scenarios Generation, a set of 
alternative hypotheses when conducting an investigation, or a list of key factors to 
explain a particular behavior. The process is divided into two phases: a divergent 
thinking (creative) phase when ideas are presented, and a convergent thinking 
(analytic) phase when these ideas are evaluated.

✶✶ Pass out “sticky” notes and Sharpie-type pens or markers to all participants. 
A group of five to ten works best. Tell the participants that no one can speak 
except the facilitator during the initial collection phase of the exercise.

✶✶ Write the question you are brainstorming on a whiteboard or easel. The 
objective is to make the question as open ended as possible. For example, 
Structured Brainstorming focal questions often begin with: “What are all 
the (things/forces and factors/circumstances) that would help explain . . . ?”

✶✶ Ask the participants to write down their responses to the question on 
a sticky note and give it to the facilitator, who reads them out loud. 
Participants are asked to capture the concept with a few key words that 
will fit on the sticky note. Use Sharpie-type pens so everyone can easily 
see what is written.

✶✶ The facilitator sticks all the sticky notes on the wall or a whiteboard 
in random order as they are called out. All ideas are treated the same. 
Participants are urged to build on one another’s ideas. Usually there is an 
initial spurt of ideas followed by pauses as participants contemplate the 
question. After five or ten minutes expect a long pause of a minute or so. 
This slowing down suggests that the group has “emptied the barrel of the 
obvious” and is now on the verge of coming up with some fresh insights 
and ideas. Facilitators should not talk during this pause, even if the silence 
is uncomfortable.

✶✶ After a couple of two-minute pauses, facilitators conclude this divergent 
stage of the brainstorming process. They then ask the group or a subset of 
the group to go up to the board and arrange the sticky notes into affinity 
groups (basically grouping the ideas by like concept). The group should 
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