
BRAINSTORMING 
FODDER

The role of a brainstorming 

facilitator is to help the group to 

go beyond simple “brain-

dumping”, where people just 

share their ideas and then stop 

and select from them. Brain-

dumping is incredibly ineffective 

and damages the reputation of 

brainstorming as a tool.  A 

brainstorm should be a generative 

exercise that creates new ideas 

and sparks energy and excitement 

for the participants.  

As a facilitator, you can choose to 

have people write ideas silently 

and build silently, such as using 

Brain-writing, or to do it as a 

group using stickies or scribing 

ideas on a whiteboard or 

Flipchart. The key is to recognize 

what will work with your group. 

This fodder may help you push 
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When all else fails, try these:

• TERRIBLE! What’s the worst 
idea that’s up here? How can we 
make it even more terrible? As 
bad as it is, what’s it’s redeeming 
value? How could we change it to 
make it a good idea?What are 
other things we could do to get 
that same value?

• FIRED! What are ideas that 
could get you fired?

• POOF! If this problem completely 
disappeared from the world, what 
are things we could do instead?

H A I L  MA RY  
ATT E M PTS

Facilitation prompts and 
provocations to use during a 

brainstorming session, to move 
beyond a brain-dump into 

breakthrough ideation



These are always useful to start with:

• What are all of the ideas we have for ____?

• How might we ______?

• What’s something that [Lady Gaga, Donald 
Trump, Richard Branson, Jimmy Carter, 
Apple, Google, Amazon, IDEO, Disney, 
etc] would do?

• What is something we’ve done in the past 
that might work again?

• What is something that solves a similar 
problem?

• If money were no object, how could we ___?

• If we had to do this for only $5, how could 
we ____?

• If we had ten years to do this, what could 
we ________?

• If we had one hour to do this, what could 
we ________?

• If we had no technology, how could we ___?

• If physics were no object, how could we 
___? (Then, how might we overcome the 
physics challenge?)

P U S H I N G  B EYO N D  TH E  O B V IO U S
Once you’ve got the basic ideas down, it’s important not to stop.  Our first ideas are the ones 
that come to mind quickly. As a consequence, these are more likely to be obvious. To get to a 
breakthrough idea, you need to break the obvious ideas. Hard thinking is needed to push further.
Continue capturing more ideas.

ZOOMING:  

Take an idea from the set you have. Zoom it out. What if 
the idea were bigger, or did more? Go back to the 
original idea. Zoom in. What if the idea were smaller, or 
did less?. For example, a mobile app for tracking weight 
can be zoomed out to a room that you walk through that 
tracks your dress size, or zoomed in to be a wearable 
activity tracker. Try going 10x bigger and smaller.

ANALOGIES:  

Take an idea from the set you have, or revisit your 
problem statement.  Generate analogies to the idea or 
problem. How is it like: A doctor’s office, an elevator, a day 
spa, a gym, a taco truck, a medicine cabinet, a tennis club, 
a Tesla, a summer camp, a dishwasher, winemaking, a 
shipping container, a holodeck, a record player, an igloo, 
paying taxes, etc?

COMBINING AND EXPLODING:  

Most amazing ideas are either a combination of existing 
ideas (often two things that you wouldn’t have thought to 
pair) or a subset of an existing idea (just a piece of the 
puzzle).  Have your group take several ideas from the 
existing ones and combine them into several new ideas. 
Have your group take an idea and break it down into 
pieces.

Zoom ideas in to smaller 
and smaller components

Zoom ideas out to bigger 
and bigger solutions

Generate Analogies Use Analogies as prompts to 
provoke new ideas

Combine a screw top with a 
lightbulb and…

Lightbulbs don’t fall out of 
sockets!

BA S I C  P RO M PTS


