
There's a Better Way to Brainstorm

March 15, 2016

The team brainstorming session is a common way for
drumming up new ideas but research suggests that they have one big problem: Group interactions, like
brainstorming, can actually inhibit idea generation.

APS Fellow Paul B. Paulus of the University of Texas at Arlington has studied creativity in groups, and
his research suggests that brainstorming doesn’t actually work as well as people might think.

“In face-to-face settings, the opportunity to fully share information and knowledge is limited by the fact
that only one person can express his or her ideas at one time,” Paulus and colleagues write in a recent
study. “While waiting one’s turn to share ideas, a person may forget what he or she meant to say or get
distracted from one’s own ideas by the sharing process. There may be rather uneven participation as
some individuals may dominate the discussion.”

In a summary on brainstorming research published in Current Directions in Psychological Science,
Paulus and Vincent R. Brown (Hofstra University) explain that “much literature on group brainstorming
has found it to be less effective than individual brainstorming.”

But this doesn’t mean that bringing team members together to come up with new ideas is necessarily
useless. Paulus and colleagues have found that a few tweaks may boost the effectiveness of
brainstorming. One technique that the Paulus and colleagues are investigating is “brainwriting,” where
team members share ideas through writing them down instead of shouting them out loud.

“Research has shown that brainwriting has the potential for increasing group productivity in comparison
to face-to-face groups,” Paulus and colleagues explain. “Brainwriting does not appear to be a commonly
used procedure in organizational contexts, and in our experience, participants find it somewhat awkward
initially. Most participants would probably prefer verbal brainstorming even though it is less effective.”



Few evidence-based studies have investigated effective brainstorming, so Paulus and colleagues
designed two small exploratory experiments to put brainwriting to the test in a real office setting.
Participants were employees at a global technology company that was looking for ways to improve
productivity after hiring more staff.

In the first study, 57 employees were asked to come up with ideas about how to make an excellent,
significant, and effective team. In one condition (alone-to-group), participants wrote down ideas on slips
of paper individually first, followed by a group brainwriting session. After 10 minutes of writing ideas
down individually, participants were asked to start passing their slips of paper around to the group as
they continued to come up with ideas. In the other condition (group-to-alone), this order was reversed.

People generated 37% more ideas when they worked as a group first, compared to when they worked
alone first.

“Although this finding was not significant, probably in part due to the limited sample size, this effect is
practically important because it involved people in an industrial environment generating work-relevant
ideas,” the researchers write. “So this finding suggests that even with the same method, groups can
potentially outperform individuals in brainwriting. In any case, the group condition was not worse than
the alone condition, as is typically the case in face-to-face brainstorming.”

In a second study, Paulus and colleagues tested out a technique called asynchronous brainwriting, in
which individuals quickly alternate between sharing with a group and working alone. The researchers
hypothesized that this technique would allow for the best of both worlds, ultimately leading to more
ideas than a straightforward group sharing session.

The same group of employees were assigned to either a group condition as in the first study, or an
asynchronous condition. In the asynchronous condition participants alternated between writing ideas
individually for 8 minutes followed by brief 3-minute review sessions in which they passed around and
read their team members’ ideas.

The asynchronous condition yielded more ideas than did the group condition. An analysis of the rate of
ideas generated per person per minute during the idea generation sessions showed that the rate of idea
generation was significantly higher in asynchronous condition (a 71% advantage).

“Both studies demonstrate the benefits of exchanging ideas by brainwriting. This paper thus suggests
that brainwriting may be an effective approach in industrial or organizational settings when there is
interest in generating a large number of new ideas,” the researchers conclude.
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