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This presentation is about strategies for getting ideas, getting more ideas and getting better ideas.



To be creative, you must get an idea, 
develop the idea and communicate 
that idea (in some physical form).

Getting an idea is the beginning of the 
creative process.

To be creative you have to get an idea, develop the idea, and communicate the idea (in some physical form). And this applies whether you’re brainstorming 
on your own or in a group.



The idea generating* stage is different from 
the idea development stage

But you may have to repeat the idea generating process when you’re 
developing and implementing your idea.

(*idea generating  =  brainstorming)

So, idea generating is brainstorming and it’s different from developing an idea. But, you may hit a snag when you’re developing or implementing your idea 
so you may have to brainstorm again to generate another (sub) idea. So brainstorming can occur at any stage of project, not just the initial stage.



What is an idea?

An idea may be small.


An idea may be a mistake.


A new idea may be a synthesis of existing ideas.


What is an idea? Ideas can be big. Or little. And big things can come from little ideas. And big things can come from mistakes. Teflon and Post-it notes are 
two examples (more on that when we talk about failure). And ideas can be a synthesis of things that already exist. Suitcases didn’t ALWAYS have wheels.



How do I get an idea?

Use divergent thinking.


Suspend judgment.


Capture all possibilities.


How do you get an idea? Generating ideas is simple: - Use divergent thinking - suspend judgement - capture–record or write down–all possibilities. Writing 
is preferable because you have a way to instantly and visually make non-linear connections between ideas by drawing lines and circles and arrows



What’s divergent thinking?

What’s divergent thinking?



RSA Animate; Ken Robinson, Changing Education Paradigms

Divergent thinking ranges widely and looks for many possible solutions. You start at the wrong end of a project by starting with the SOLUTION but instead 
start with the INVESTIGATION. You look at the problem from more than one viewpoint, generate multiple approaches and are NOT concerned (yet) with 
feasibility or practicality. You can NOT have creative approaches or creative ideas without divergent thinking!



Divergent thinking is also known as lateral thinking

Logic is the tool that is used to dig holes deeper and bigger, to 
make them altogether bigger holes. But if the hole is in the wrong 
place, then no amount of improvement is going to put it in the right 
place. No mater how obvious this may seem to every digger, it is 
still easier to go on digging in the same place than to start all over 
again in a new place. Vertical thinking is digging the same hole 
deeper; lateral thinking is trying again elsewhere.


—Edward de Bono

Divergent thinking is also known as lateral thinking. I like de Bono’s approach (he’s a creativity expert) because he helps us understand that even though 
it’s easier to just keep drilling down in the same place, that isn’t going to lead to discoveries of value. We need to dig a lot of holes to strike oil and we 
need to range broadly.



What’s convergent thinking?

What’s convergent thinking?



www.senseandsensation.com   Peter Nilsson

CONVERGENT thinking means we are looking for an answer—the single, correct (or most correct) solution to a problem. We use logic and our knowledge to 
find a conventional or orthodox solution and then stop. This approach works great on a math test or when doing your taxes but DOESN’T work when 
problems are complex, ambiguous or ill-defined—And those are most of the problems we are called upon to solve in today’s workplace—or when we are 
doing CREATIVE research.



Convergent thinking DOES have its place

BUT, divergent and convergent thinking are both useful and both have a role to play. Divergent thinking is an essential component of creativity but it’s 
NOT synonymous with creativity.



A creative approach uses divergent thinking to generate a lot of possible approaches and THEN uses convergent thinking and logic and analysis to help 
select the best solution for our problem and to develop, refine and debug that solution. So you can start to see how the ability to reframe and to be flexible 
in your thinking is so important.



10 Strategies to help you get an idea

So here are 10 strategies to help you get an idea



#1	 Do a mind dump: write every association. 
Every one. Write EVERYTHING down!

An unordered list. Similar to a mind map, but even more unstructured.


If you’re stuck, write with your non-dominant hand!


Set a timer if you’re resistant.

Do a mind dump. A mind dump is just an unordered list. There’s no hierarchy, order, logic and you DON’T have to make sense. Just write down every 
association you have with the problem. EVERY ONE. DON’T skip this step! It’s a way to get what’s in HERE (the background noise of your mind) out THERE, 
on paper, where you can look at it and find connections. You always know more about a subject than you (consciously) think you know. And it's not linear, 
so it lets your right brain speak but at the same time, it's a list so it satisfies your left brain. Win-win. If you're drawing a blank, there are easy ways to get 
unstuck. One is to write with your dominant hand. This will totally frustrate the logical part of your mind which will give up and allow your unconscious to 
speak. Or, set a timer, which will pacify your critical mind which will tell itself that "This is stupid but I just have to do it for 20 minutes."This works for ANY 
distasteful or frightening task, by the way.



Here is just part of a mind dump, on a huge sheet of paper, with a student's associations around "shoes" for project to design a pair of shoes that alters 
the way you contact the ground. One of the powerful things about a written mind dump is that it’s a physical action, and ANY physical action can help 
disarm and overcome your resistance.



That’s why the mind dump--whether you list, or map, or cluster--is so valuable. Mind dumps allow both sides of your brain to speak. They get everything 
that’s “in there” out here, where you can examine it and look for patterns. They reveal what you know. Which is ALWAYS more than you think you know. 
And they reveal what you’re interested in. Here’s a portion, just a portion, of a mind dump on 18” by 24” paper around the concept of “shoes.”



#2	Tell the critic to take a hike (and ban the censor 
and fire the perfectionist)

Tell the critic to take a hike



We all have an inner critic. This is the voice that says “This is stupid; this is a waste of time; this is a waste of money; you’ll never be able to do this and 
you’ll look foolish.” Tell this inner critic: “Don’t call me. I’ll call you.” The critic has NO ROLE at the beginning of your brainstorming process. Allow the 
critic to speak after you’ve generated several possibilities, to help you decide which to pursue; after you’ve made something, to help you see what’s 
working and what needs work. And ban the censor. Your job when you’re trying to get ideas is to entertain all possibilities. Nothing bad will happen by 
just THINKING about a possibility. NOTHING! So don’t censor, don’t limit, don’t exclude and don’t hold back. There will be plenty of time later on for that. 
(When you bring the critic back.) And fire the perfectionist. Perfection is unattainable in this world system. Perfectionism kills work, it doesn’t create it. 
Excellence, on the other hand, is achievable with patience, effort, training, experience (and some luck).



#3  Get your best worst ideas (ungrammatical but 
liberating)

Now that the critic is gone, tell yourself you'll just write the WORST first draft or you'll just come up with 10 STUPID ideas. Generate the most bad ideas you 
can (ungrammatical but liberating). You’ll inevitably fail because your first draft will be surprisingly good and some of your worst ideas will be promising 
and you will have generated momentum to carry you forward.



An interesting, but truly bad, idea.



#4	 Change your point of view

Change your point of view! Reframe! Refocus!



USE your mental and psychological lenses: macro, telephoto, wide angle, night vision. Zoom out to see the whole; zoom in to solve a particular aspect. 
Take different physical points of view about the project and your possible solution and consider it from the viewpoint of different users. Dissect it, take it 
apart, turn it upside down, enter inside it. Imagine how your solution would look or feel.



#5	 Raise your periscope



Raise your periscope. (Surrounding!) Look around you for inspiration. Take a mind walk, either physically or digitally. Look at things or processes that 
already exist that are analogous in any way (similar visually or in function or in materials). Range as widely as possible. Cross the borders into other 
disciplines. Regard EVERYTHING as having a possible connection to your problem. Remember that SURROUNDING (looking at things and interacting with 
people in new ways and using all your senses) and BROADENING (acquiring more diverse information and more diverse skills, outside your current domains 
and outside your comfort zone.)



#6	 Get the MOST bad ideas possible

Aim for quantity, not quality!

Get the most bad ideas. Don't just get bad ideas, get the MOST bad ideas possible. Aim for quantity, not quality! Going back to the car example, what are 
all the ways a dashboard could be designed to make driving safer, not more dangerous? All the ways. Should there be a steering joystick, not a steering 
wheel? Question every assumption. (Look at “Why you’ll never drive your car with a joystick...and other lessons from a century of car cockpit research.” 
http://arstechnica.com/cars/2014/06/why-youll-never-drive-your-car-with-a-joystick/)



Quantity will always—always—ALWAYS—
increase the quality of your ideas

Quantity will always increase the quality of your ideas. Always!



The velcro theory

The more feelers you put out 
there, the better the odds that 
something will stick

All you have to do to have better ideas is just to have more ideas. This is worth repeating: All you have to do to have better ideas is just to have more 
ideas. This is the velcro theory in action. The more feelers you put out there, the better the odds that something will stick.



Don’t stop with a “good” idea. Keep looking for 
alternatives, even bad ones.

• One of the alternatives may be a better 
solution. 

• An alternative may be a breakthrough idea 
which has nothing to do with the problem at 
hand. 

• Even if you return to your original idea, you will 
know it was the best option, not just the 
easiest one.

From Thinkertoys (2006) by Michael Michalko, Chapter 9

Why look for alternatives? Why not stop at "a" solution? Especially when you're pretty sure you won't come up with a better idea? There are lots of reasons 
but here are three:
• An alternative may be a better solution
• An alternative may be a breakthrough idea which has nothing to do with the problem at hand and that is extremely valuable.
• Even if you return to your original idea, you will know it was the best option, not just the easiest one. You'll be more confident and have more success 

explaining your ideas to others.



#7  Welcome constraints (which force connections)

Welcome constraints (which force connections). We get frustrated when we’re given problems which have a lot of constraints and may feel that our 
creativity is stifled. But, constraints can force us to look at familiar things in new ways, and thus be more creative, and constraints save us from the 
dreaded “option  paralysis” when we can do so many things, we can’t decide which thing to do.



Constraints DO encourage creativity. Constraints challenge us to try new things and use tools and resources in new ways, and CHALLENGING yourself in 
this way is one of the core competencies of creating thinking. Also, constraints  force connections between things that seem unrelated but in fact share a 
connection that isn't visible on the surface. This way of thinking is especially useful when you (or you and your colleague) have two equally attractive and 
interesting ideas but must choose one to explore. Ask yourself how you could combine them. More often than not, your two competing ideas can be 
viewed as aspects of a third and more powerful idea.



#8  Be in your right mind (which may be your left 
brain)

Be in your right mind (which may be your left brain)



The relationship between our left brain and our right brain is a lot more complex than we thought in the 80's. But, categorizing WAYS of thinking and 
learning PREFERENCES as left brain or right brain is still a useful way of looking at two very different cognitive approaches or pathways and trying to 
develop the mental flexibility to use both of them at the appropriate stages of a project. Divergent thinking is right brain thinking. It looks at thinks 
holistically, uses intuition, uses all of the senses and loves  visuals and visualizations. Convergent thinking is left brain thinking. It's more analytical and 
logical and looks at the situation in a linear and sequential manner. (The left brain views the train car by car, from ENGINE to caboose. The right brain sees 
the whole train at once.) The creative person uses both intuitive, divergent thinking to generate ideas, and logical, convergent thinking to evaluate ideas 
and to shape them into concrete form. Part of the flexibility and fluency of a creative person is the ability to switch back and forth at will from generative 
and imaginative thinking to critical and evaluative thinking.



Don’t discount intuition

Intuition is the journey 
from A to Z without 
stopping at any other 
letter along the way.

It is knowing without 
knowing why.


Curiosity is the way we 
answer when intuition 
whispers, “There’s 
something there.”

—Gavin DeBecker, Threat 
Assessment Expert

And don't discount intuition. Gavin DeBecker is a threat assessment expert for the CIA, the Vatican and various governments.  He says intuition is a GIFT 
we all have, whereas retention of knowledge is a SKILL. Intuition ISN'T just a guess; it's a conclusion which we can't (yet) explain. Listening to our intuition 
can lead us to more effective and more powerful solutions. We need BOTH analysis AND intuition when we are creating.



#9  Don’t push the river

Don't push the river. 



It won't do any good and just wastes your energy. What this means in brainstorming is that you shouldn't try too hard or keep trying to force solutions 
when you've exhausted your supply of responses. All experts agree that the most effective problem solving requires a period of conscious effort 
FOLLOWED by a period of letting go and forgetting about the problem. What happens is that the period of conscious effort sets up a situation so 
that your unconscious CONTINUES to work the problem.  (The closest thing I've found in the universe to a free lunch.) You’re walking along and the 
answer, a possibility, drops out of the sky . . . . But REMEMBER, you need the conscious effort first!



#10  Assume there is a solution

And finally, assume there IS a solution. To solve a problem, it’s much better to believe you already have the answer in your unconscious. ASSUME there's a 
solution (because there is) then work on how and where to look for it. Don’t waste time getting caught up in “IS there a solution?”



The bottom line

Breathe.

Relax.

Let go.

Allow.

Don’t be afraid to look, sound or feel ridiculous

The bottom line?



Breathe. Relax. Let go. Allow. Don’t be afraid to look, sound or feel ridiculous. Treat it like a game. Challenge yourself to get the most worst ideas in the 
shortest time. 



The best way to have a good idea is to have 
lots of them. 
—Linus Pauling

All truly great ideas are conceived while 
walking. 
—Friedrich Nietzsche


