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Abstract 

 

The creative process increasingly involves group activity and brainstorming is a great 

exercise for generating creative, out-of-the-box ideas. Many techniques have been developed but 

most come with a fixed rule: do not criticize any idea generated by group members. The idea is 

to reduce one’s risk of embarrassment and thereby encourage contribution. But the absence of 

critical expression often results in groupthink, in which people too easily agree before having a 

chance to explore depth or extend connections between ideas. Dissent results in surprises and 

surprise is often the spark that ignites creativity. Without some storming, the brains are likely to 

fall short of their creative potential. This article offers supporting research and recommends 

techniques that avoid the no-criticism rule.  
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Put the Storm Back into Brainstorming 

DNA transmits knowledge from one generation to the next, but we humans have another 

mechanism that is just as effective and faster: culture. For millennia, elders passed knowledge 

from one generation to another with stories and myths. Writing advanced the cause, and then 

there were libraries. At the dawn of the Enlightenment, the new printing press spread knowledge 

spread like wildfire. Individual innovators spurred the Industrial Age. In today’s complex, 

Information Age, many argue that the easy stuff that can be created by one person working alone 

has already been done. Vilis Ozols (1996) states that, “Teams have truly become the way we do 

business” (para. 2). 

  Back in 1948, Alex Osborn wrote a book on creativity that pre-dated the self-help book 

genre. A Kirkus (1948) review called Your Creative Power, “[a] self-betterment study which … 

[offers] many rewards – financial to emotional … not dependent on age, an ivory tower, a higher 

education, or gender” (para. 1). Many of Osborn’s broad assortment of techniques and strategies 

to unleash creativity are mainstays in today’s practices, including his advice in Chapter 33, “How 

to Organize a Squad to Create Ideas,” in which he coined the term brainstorm.  

Osborn established rules to assure successful group brainstorming sessions, the most 

important of which is summarized by Starr Cline (2007) as, “Criticism is ruled out. Adverse 

judgment of ideas must be withheld, no matter how silly or irrelevant the ideas appear” (p. 74). 

Ironically, this no-conflict approach to brainstorming is in marked contrast to the Oxford 

Dictionary (2012) defines a storm as “1.) A violent disturbance … 2.) A tumultuous reaction; an 

uproar of controversy … [and] 4.) A direct assault …” (para. 1-4).  Nevertheless, the term 

brainstorming, with its non-judgmental warning, is now an entrenched component in most group 

activity. Reputable sources, such as Mind Tools (2012), continue to advise practitioners to, 
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“Ensure that no one criticizes or evaluates ideas during the session,” because, they reason, 

“Criticism introduces an element of risk for group members when putting forward an idea. This 

stifles creativity and cripples the free running nature of a good brainstorming session” (para. 20). 

But does group brainstorming in a criticism-free environment really generate more and better 

ideas? 

Jonah Lehrer (2012) is skeptical and offers compelling evidence against both. He cites 

research dating as far back as 1958 indicating that groups using the brainstorming rules only 

produced half as many puzzle solutions as students working solo. Among other research, he cites 

a 2003 study that divided 265 students into three groups: One was given the standard no-

criticism ground rule; a second was told to collaborate however they wished; and the third was 

encouraged to “freewheel,” including debate and criticizing each other’s ideas. The no-criticism 

group slightly outperformed the no-instruction group, both averaged about three qualifying ideas. 

The debating groups, however, averaged more than seven ideas (p. 24). Researcher Charlan 

Nemeth summarized her findings as follows: 

There’s this Pollyannaish notion that the most important thing to do when working 

together is stay positive and get along, to not hurt anyone’s feelings. Well, that’s just 

wrong. Maybe debate is going to be less pleasant, but it will always be more productive. 

True creativity requires some trade-offs (as cited in Lehrer, J., 2012, p. 24). 

Lehrer’s conclusion is found in the title of his New Yorker article, “Groupthink.” By not 

critiquing suggestions, the ideas generated amounted to little more than lists reflecting shallow, 

first impressions. Scott Berkun (2010) claims that, ““An idea is a combination of other ideas” 

[emphasis in original] (p. 168), and he uses cooking as an analogy for creativity. If menu 

suggestions are offered without objection, the result is likely to be a smorgasbord, whereas if 
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critical objections are raised and debated, the outcome is more likely to be a creative, unique 

concoction. 

Nemeth et al. (2004) speculates and finds two reasons why debate or criticism generates 

more ideas than non-judgmental approaches: 

By framing criticism as a contribution to the group, concerns about evaluation may be 

reduced in that criticism is deemed task related rather than personal. A second related 

possibility is that an instruction to do something that is normally forbidden—at least 

considered impolite—may be liberating in and of itself. Breaking rules, doing the 

‘forbidden,’ stating one’s mind directly may be very liberating and even stimulating (p. 

372). 

The idea of staying positive and avoiding conflict undoubtedly advances group cohesion, 

but the loss of effectiveness does not justify a no-judgment approach to brainstorming. In short, 

ignore Osborn’s advice to avoid criticism and embrace the idea of the word itself: Put the storm 

back into brainstorming. Business students are familiar with the term “creative destruction” that 

is borrowed from nature. The winds of a storm spread seeds and micro-organisms. When 

lightening falls a big tree, the increase in sunlight and rainfall help the seedlings beneath it 

flourish. Business students learn that conflict can lead to creativity, and yet so often in college 

discourse, the culture of nice prevails within small brainstorming sessions. 

 There are many types of personality and learning styles – none more knowledgeable than 

the other. Brainstorming must tap the creative energies of all, but, using the Myers & Briggs 

(2012) personality categories, brainstorming sessions are likely to be dominated by extroverts, 

intuitives who are quick on their feet, and the feeling who make rapid associations. Submissive in 

the group are likely to be the introverts, who seek more confidence in their ideas before 
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expressing themselves; the sensing, who are distrustful of first impressions; and the thinking who 

also need time to examine causal links and understand the logic.  

To equalize the group dynamism, techniques can be varied. Most brainstorming protocols 

require a face-to-face meeting in real-time. Sessions are brief in hopes that lightning sparks the 

creative fires. An alternative is to model a session after a storm of gathering clouds and strong, 

shifting winds. This session is conducted remotely, perhaps over a full day or two, and using a 

shared document. There are several useful, free online tools for collaboration. Box.net and 

dropbox.com allow a variety of shared documents to be uploaded and made available to others. 

Once edited, however, the document must be re-uploaded. Google Docs hosts shared text 

documents that can be edited directly, without uploading/downloading; and prezi.com offers a 

mind-mapping tool that is appreciated by visual learners.  

Ideas are posted (with authors free to self-identify or not) and invoke responses, 

development, and critique. By extending the session over time, the submissive types have the 

opportunity to digest, reflect, and develop their ideas. Critiques will further the creativity. This 

technique serves many of the same interests as the non-judgmental rule. Those fearful of rebuke 

or embarrassment will be less reluctant with the freedom to be anonymous.  If criticism comes 

their way, the remoteness of the session reduces the physical and emotional costs incurred. In the 

less intense environment, they can swallow, breathe deeply, and then calmly consider the critique 

offered. Is it valid? What are the consequences? What new ideas does it inspire? 

A good brainstorming session begins by informing participants that any and all ideas are 

encouraged. Many ideas will be unproductive, some irrelevant, and a few will even seem 

ridiculous. Have fun, say what comes to mind, and when criticism arises, accept it in the spirit in 

which it is offered, namely, to advance the creative process. 
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A common first activity is free-associating. A word or image is presented, and people 

respond with the first thing that comes to mind. It sounds unpredictable, but Steven Johnson 

(2010) says, “Psychologists have long been in on the joke that humans free-associate in absurdly 

predictable ways.” When asked to free-associate for the word “green,” 40% of Americans will 

say “grass”; another 40% will say another color. Only 20% come up with any other answer 

(second-to-last section, no chapter heading, para. 8).  Longer brainstorming sessions allow 

instinctive first impressions to percolate in consciousness where they may form unexpected 

connections with other thoughts. They provide time for the intuitive- and feeling-types to take a 

second and third look beyond green-grass and green-blue.  

Creativity often defies being on-call. It comes when external conditions, internal mood, 

and a spark instantaneously brings it to the fore. Nemeth came up with an interesting twist with 

free-associations. She planted actors into groups who viewed colored slides. The actors’ free-

associations misidentified the colors of the slides. The surprised and confused non-actors were 

allowed to criticize the mistaken actors. The aha moment occurred when the group re-convened 

– without the actors – and their next associations were markedly more diverse from their earlier 

40%-40%-20% pattern (Johnson, 20102, para. 9-12). “The power of dissent is the power of 

surprise,” notes Lehrer (2012, p. 24) ─even if the dissent is mistaken. Taking a little extra time 

for critical dissent generates the surprising storm that makes brainstorming creative. 

To assure that the spirit remains positive, remind people how to criticize. Sachs (1999) 

recommends: Direct it toward the content, not the creator. Criticism must be specific and focus 

on the single idea expressed; avoid comparisons with other people and ideas. Be careful about 

making assumptions. Do not exaggerate, and avoid using absolutes such as all or never. Finally, 
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remind people of their emotional intelligence that accepts criticism for self-improvement and 

resists the urge to self-flagellate.  

There are plenty of sources for additional suggestions on brainstorming techniques. Just 

remember that a brain comes with each participant, but the storm requires some critical thinking. 
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