CREATIVITY – GROUPS OR INDIVIDUALS?

How was it for you? I’m sure you have tried it sometime – probably in a group of half a dozen or so because, according to the textbooks, that’s the best way to do it. Brainstorming was created in the US in the 1950s by an advertising executive called Alex Osborne to generate alternative solutions to a problem. As I’m sure you know the technique requires that everybody makes suggestions or calls out ideas, however off the wall. They are all recorded, no criticism of others’ input is allowed and at the end you have… well, a list of ideas, some of which may be brilliant and most of which are quietly consigned to history.

Lots of people will tell you that brainstorming is a great idea and I have been one of them and maybe I still am. However, there is quite a bit of research that tells us that group brainstorming is a waste of time. It is supposed to generate better ideas than you or I could dream up if we worked alone but psychologist Adrian Furnham of University College, London tells us that the evidence tends to point in the opposite direction. Research in 1958 – confirmed many times since – shows that individuals working alone generate both more ideas and better ideas than brainstorming groups. 

There seem to be three reasons for this. Firstly, groups encourage ‘social loafing’. People in groups often decide to sit back and let others do the work. I have seen this many times and indulged in it myself occasionally. If you don’t feel very energetic, it is easy to get lost in a group and make no more than the minimum contribution you feel you can get away with. Similarly, if you think others in the group will cruise, you reduce your own input to spread the workload more evenly and to avoid being the mug who does all the work. Secondly, people in groups worry about looking stupid or being silently criticised for making silly suggestions. Finally, in a group, only one person can speak at a time and, by the time it is their turn, others have either forgotten the idea that was half-formed in their own mind or feel that their suggestion now seems poor in the light of other contributions. All those factors constrain contributions.

There are electronic tools that overcome the disadvantages of group brainstorming. By having each member of the group sitting at a terminal that shows them the suggestions of other group members and into which they can anonymously type their own ideas as they think of them, the problems of fear or looking stupid or forgetting an inspired thought are largely overcome. There is research to show that electronic brainstorming groups outperform traditional teams.

However, individuals working alone still do better than groups and there are some techniques you can use to improve your creative thinking. To start with, it helps to remind yourself that there is no risk in coming up with ideas: it’s putting them into effect that might cause problems. Thinking about selling ice to Eskimos is risk-free. Deciding to do it may be a different matter.

Being clear about the problem to be solved or the aim to be achieved will both concentrate thought and stimulate ideas. So will taking a break when ideas don’t seem to come easily. Your subconscious mind will keep working at it when your conscious brain gives it the space to do so. If you are like me, the best ideas sometimes pop into to your mind just as you are waking in the morning. However, they often melt irrecoverably like morning mist so keep a pencil and paper beside your bed and jot down the thought the very moment it occurs.

Imagining the opposite of any idea that occurs to you may well inspire an even more innovative thought. As well as diagonal drilling for oil, the stuffed crust pizza was created by this technique.

So, is group brainstorming an inferior technique to individual, innovative thought?  Well, which do you find more fun, working alone or working in a team? And how would you feel about an idea that someone else had dreamed up without involving or consulting you? Right. Group activity feels better than lone work and other people’s ideas are unlikely to gain your automatic support and may even make you feel antagonistic. For me it’s a ‘horses for courses’ decision. If time is short and you need a really good idea really fast, you are more likely to get it from individuals working alone. If, on the other hand, what matters is consensus and co-operation and group buy-in, then a brainstorming team would be the right response.

Or here’s an idea that has just come to me. Brainstorming would work better if you were to tell the group members that there will be a brainstorming session at ten o’clock tomorrow and between now and then you want them as individuals to think about the problem and jot down some ideas they can throw in when the group meets. Could that get the best mix of individual inspiration and touchy-feely group input?

