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INTRODUCTION 

“Ideation” is a term used in industry today to develop ideas through one or more of the 

dozens and dozens of different types of Brainstorming process.  

• Brainstorming is the heart of any Design Thinking process. In industry, often 

techniques are renamed or adapted versions of time tested techniques that are 

already commonly used in industry to fit their specific needs. To this end you will 

see dozens of types of acronym systems such as S.C.A.M.P.E.R.S. or T.R.I.Z. or 

C.I.F.M.S. just to name a few. In this section I will give you 6 of what I feel is the 

easiest to apply and most useful Design-Thinking-Brainstorming techniques that 

will give results, plus a list of other techniques for you to investigate to enlarge 

your base from your own research. 

• “Ideation, in industry is the engine that drives design process, where it is 

important to only concentrate on idea-generation. It is a “going wide” a kind of 

football saying, thinking (again a lateral thinking concept developed by Edward 

de Bono) and is based upon both concepts and outcomes. When immersed in 

the ideation mode it provides the raw idea-material to get to the Root of any 

problem plus ideas for building numerous prototypes, and putting “continuous, 

innovative solutions” (specific for one problem at a time) into the hands of you, 

the consumer base. 

• The material is compiled in a way that YOU, the reader have just been placed by 

chance, or you volunteered or you have been asked-ordered to head up a team 

to solve a design problem, a new process or service concept or even simply to 

find the root-cause of a problem.  

 

• This is a huge risk if you are not prepared but an equally huge opportunity if you 

are prepared to show you have leadership ability and are a creative thinker-

problem solver. Such people go up the ladder, and people who fail go out the 

door bye-bye. 



• Below are the 10 best systems I feel provide the best overall results for 

brainstorming. I have seen them work countless times, sometimes in 

management or education but also in a variety of industries. I have personally 

lectured on these systems and sometimes lead groups of educators, artists, 

engineers, designers, managers, groups of every level and ability using these 6 

systems. For the last 10 years I have both lectured and taught Critical Thinking 

and Design Thinking at numerous universities in Canada, the USA, China, 

Ireland, and Korea, to art and design, engineering and education students.  

 

• Remember these are just 10 of hundreds of systems out there but these 10 are 

no frills or hocus-pocus, fun and games, they are result driven, professional, and 

structured. Additionally, it is important that when you lead a team in any kind of 

brainstorming session you take a firm control of the session from the first 

moment and structure it professionally. This first step is how people will view you 

throughout the process. To do so you need to be aware of the basic rules of ANY 

brainstorming system which I have listed below. Remember even if your group 

produces a desired outcome but you come off as a disorganized unconfident 

leader you have failed and in front of everyone’s eyes. To “stupid-proof” yourself 

simply follow the information laid out. 

 

THE BRAINSTORMING PROCESS 

 

Brainstorming is usually thought of and used as a group or collaborative way to 

generate spontaneous creative ideas that can lead to possible strategies that might 

solve problems (single or systemic in nature) or to explore the creative options of a 

particular topic.  

• But the truth is Brainstorming has been around since language was first used. 

Just imagine a leader anywhere in history, leading his/her people through the 

wilderness and comes upon a huge obstacle blocking their path. He/she probably 



gathers some key people together and said “Ok, were stuck, who’s got some 

ideas and Ta-Da, brainstorming was invented. 

 

• There are two ways to start, one is by allowing the group to meet first and 

develop their own rules of conduct while in the session, or two, have the rules 

ready and simply read them out so everyone is 100% clear about them. 

 

• If the rules are written up first, people can read them and adapt small changes if 

necessary. Although it is a good idea for the team to make up their own rules that 

process could eat-up half the allotted time for the entire session. 

 

• Effective brainstorming can be accomplished by following simple brainstorming 

do’s and don’ts with your team. A brainstorming session is a tool for generating 

as many ideas as possible but NOT solutions to a problem or issue. The final 

decision on a problem or an opportunity comes later by decision makers. 

 

 

• Again, I have to restate this one last time, before beginning any effective 

brainstorming session, ground rules must be set.  

 

 

• This does not mean that boundaries are set so tightly that you can’t have fun or 

be creative. It does however mean that a code of conduct for person to person 

interactions has to be set. It is when this agreed upon code of conduct has been 

stepped on by an ego, out of control that people stop being creative and people 

start to be resentful of others. So, just as the old saying goes, “too many cooks in 

the kitchen can ruin any meal” so to can too many egos out of control ruin any 

brain-storming session.  

 



• In 1938, Alex Osborn and his team first created the term and rules of 

Brainstorming but the actual written down concept has been found hundreds of 

years before him. If the group can regulate itself fine otherwise a “STRONG” 

facilitator must lead the group. This also allows the team to take ownership of 

acceptable and unacceptable behaviors. Only if the team hasn’t addressed the 

key ground rules should you (as the facilitator) add to the list, but once the 

ground rules list is generated, be sure to gain consensus that the session will be 

conducted according to them, and post them in several highly visible locations in 

the room. Although the original rules created by Alex Osborn were somewhat 

elaborate they can be reduced down to a system of these modified four. 

 

 

THE BASIC FOUR RULE SYSTEM 

 

1. There are no dumb ideas. Period. It is a brainstorming session, not a serious matter 

that requires only serious solutions. Remember, this is one of the more fun tools of 

problem solving, so keep the entire team involved! 

 

2. Don’t criticize other people’s ideas. This is not a debate, discussion or forum for 

one person to display superiority over another. 

 

3. Build on other people’s ideas. Often an idea suggested by one person can trigger a 

bigger and/or better idea by another person. Or a variation of an idea on the board 

could be the next “piggy-back” idea. It is this building of ideas that leads to out of the 

box thinking and fantastic ideas. Remember the ideas will be determined feasible by the 

in the box thinkers later. 

 

4. Reverse the thought of “quality over quantity.” Here we want quantity; the more 

creative ideas the better. As a facilitator, you can even make it a challenge to come up 

with as many ideas as possible and compare this team’s performance to the last 

brainstorming session you conducted. 



#1. BRAINSTORMING WITH MINDMAPS 

• Fast forward it to today and we have dozens of different types of brainstorming 

techniques. The one I feel is the best is a visual form of brainstorming called 

mind-maps. Why, because like you I am an artist and tend to visualize problems 

to work out a solution.  

 

• The simplest way to describe mind-maps is to compare it to a solar system. In 

the middle is a sun, around the sun are planets and around the planets are 

moons and some moons are so big they have moons as well. 

 

• So re-label the sun as the primary issue or problem you need to work on. You 

can use a single word, a picture, a slogan, or even a symbol. The planets 

become the sub-issues and the moons around the sub-issues are the ideas 

needed to make change happen.  

 

• Imagine you are a company that sells a product and you are concerned that the 

sales are down and you need to figure out why. So you bring in a hand-picked 

team that can give ideas based on their areas of expertise.  

 

• So in the middle of the big white board you draw a circle (like the sun) and in that 

circle you write (Why are sales are down?) You might get answers like the (1) 

economy or (2) the competition, or (3) slow delivery or (4) not enough advertising, 

or even (5) the product is getting old and needs to be innovated. 

• So now each of those 5 answers are sub-issues which are your planets in your 

solar system. The brainstorming session has come up with 5 sub-issues. Now as 

you go from sub-issue to sub-issue and the points that come up are like moons 

around each planet. 

  



• So you start with number one, “the economy” and ask for reasons why the 

economy is impacting sales and you might get ides like. 

(1) Someone from finance might say, “The dollar does not go as far today as it did even 

2 years ago. Our product is priced higher than the competition and with the dollar going 

down, people who want our product might be more open to buying from our competitors 

to save money.  

(2) Someone from delivery might say, gas costs a lot more and traffic has increased 

substantially so it takes us longer to deliver the product to the outlets and we use more 

gas doing it. 

• So on it goes but you have already learnt (from 2 moons) that adjusting the price 

might help and re-routing the trucks past congested areas will save gas and time.  

• This is why it is better to bring in key personnel from each area, from product 

conception, to product delivery and sales, as they have first-hand experience and 

direct knowledge that might help solve the problem. Otherwise just having 10 

people sitting around a table saying what they guess is an issue is all but a waste 

of time. (Of course if there is only 1-3, people in your company most likely everyone 

knows each other’s job and insights already)  

• The final decision on what to do is based on the collection of all the information 

from these little moon’s come later. The people who make these decisions are in-

the-box-thinkers, who know all the restraints surrounding a change of policy. In the 

case of this factious company they might make some minor changes to their 

product (innovation) and drop the price, re-package it and send it out on more gas 

efficient trucks on routes that are less congested. 

 

 



#2. ANONYMOUS GROUP-BRAIN NETTING 

• In some situations, individuals are so cramped for time or the personalities are 

either far too introverted, or far too extroverted, or no one can agree on a 

schedule or a time, there for a brainstorming session would be impossible to 

schedule. In other situations, team members are unwilling to speak up in a group 

or to express ideas that others might not approve of. Then you need a different 

approach.  

• When that’s the case, you might be well served with brainstorming techniques 

that allow participants to generate ideas without meeting or without the need for 

public participation. Or for employees who can’t schedule a day off as they are 

working on deadlines for other projects. 

• The key is to give them an appropriate time to prepare for the session first and 

then submit their ideas to a neutral location that formulates the ideas and then re-

submits them to a screen they all have remote access to. This way they can still 

vote on what ideas is best and can still piggy-back off of someone else’s idea as 

well. This will take a little longer but it is manageable and productive. 

• Perhaps not surprisingly, brain netting involves brainstorming on the Internet. 

This requires someone to set up a system where individuals can share their 

ideas privately, but then collaborate publicly. This system is becoming more 

commonplace all the time. If participants are in different time zones allowances 

have to be considered to extend the time for incoming ideas. 

• In some cases you can even contact their department in a different location to 

prep ahead of time or arrange to be up and ready to meet the needs of the time 

zone their head office is in. 

 



#3. REVERSE BRAIN-STORMING 

 

• This technique is also known as reverse thinking, in which making the problem 

worse actually gives you the answer to making it better. As stated the very first 

step in problem solving is to state the right problem, not what you think the 

problem is but that you know for fact that the problem you are attempting to solve 

is the ROOT of the problem and not a symptom. This method is suitable for small 

or large groups and for people who find it complicated to create ideas at the drop 

of a hat. The reason Reverse Brainstorming is so powerful is that it is FUN. Often 

it is hard to keep bringing creative ideas up and it becomes work. Bashing a 

concept is fun because there is no wrong way to bash something. The irony is in 

finding a way to make something worse you almost always come up with the 

answer to improve it.  

 

• Imagine being tasked with finding ways to improve an 80 year old warehouse? 

You might say burn it down ha ha, or cut holes in the sides to let rats in or pull 

the hinges loose on all the doors so people can slip in and steal the 

merchandise. But each time you come up with a negative idea you see 

immediately what the solution is. Install a sprinkler system, repair any holes, 

make all doors more secure and even install cameras and an alarm. But one way 

is a lot more fun than the other way. 

 

• Let’s say that you have a contract to help a hotel that once had a 5-Star rating 

but has slipped to a 3-Star rating develop a new image. Further they might say 

we only have enough cash to actually take on the top 4 areas. So you might 

borrow a trick from the auto industry. When there is a major problem they 

institute a 2 step fix. Step on find a quick fix and step two permanently fix the 

problem.   

 

 

 



• You might take the 10 key areas the company identified as needing improvement 

and make each area worse.  “How do we keep our staff from constantly resigning 

to work somewhere else”  You might say, “How do we make the working 

conditions so bad that everyone wants to resign? Cut their pay and don’t give 

them any training at all, or just put anyone on the front counter to greet guests” 

That stress alone will get rid of everyone. 

 

• Well of course you would not do that but you might check what the competition is 

paying to adjust you staff wages and add in a small bonus that will not have to 

mean giving more money to staff but something that will not cost the company 

anything such as each staff is allowed to bring in their family or guests to stay for 

a free weekend. 

 

• Two of the customer biggest complaints seem to be that the front counter people 

lack social skills, and the staff in general don’t seem to want to go that extra mile 

to help clients because they are always grumbling that they are not paid to do it” 

 

• So you reverse the negative and say we need to develop a better system to get 

“Naturally friendly” people on the front counter and train them to the level of our 

competition or higher. Perhaps in the screening process we will ask questions to 

find people with high levels of social skills and problem solving skills. You might 

even offer a free bonus for the staff that get the best customer ratings for being 

helpful. 

 

• Another example, if you’re trying to develop an advertisement for a new type of 

sun-glasses, you may ask, “How can I make the ad more appealing to the target 

audience?” And the question is reversed to as, “how can I make the ad more 

repealing to the customers?” Answering that question will give you the ways that 

you should avoid and whatever remains will be the answer.  

 

 

 



• This way you make sure that any negative images in the ad are removed and 

enhanced by positive subliminal images. That’s the difference from just seeing 

people smiling while wearing your sunglasses at a beach. 

 

• If the problem is as obvious as “Customers complain we don’t have enough chairs 

in the waiting room and you have room for more then you simply add more chairs. 

But if the problem is with the owners identity in public and you have staff that also 

don’t like the owner they will love this approach by coming up with take a new 

picture of him for the website with food in his teeth, you simply rearrange the 

answer to make sure a professional photographer takes his picture so no small 

detail is overlooked. 

 

• The common objective and rules of brainstorming are to be followed here which is 

not to ignore any ideas. Reverse brainstorming is a bit more complicated than other 

types of brainstorming due to the fact that not everybody favors this type of 

brainstorming. But it is really fun and just as productive. 

 

#4. SPEED-STORMING 

• In this technique, 6 people are prompted with the problem at hand and provided 

with a piece of paper. All of the participants generate 4 ideas each within 5 minutes. 

 

• For the next step participants then pass his or her piece of paper to the right and 

the next person then builds one new idea for each of the 4 that had been listed 

from the person on his or her left. 

 

• (Example: First person, make our keys in bright colors so that they can be seen 

and found more easily if dropped.  Second person, and make them with a small 

electronic chip so they make a sound that way you can find them in the dark or at 

the bottom of a cluttered handbag. Third person, and make each key fitted with a 



small light so it can be used in the dark. Forth Person make each key so you need 

the owner’s actual thumbprint on it to make it work etc.) Again this kind of out of 

the box thinking may produce lots of wild ideas but when the inside of the box 

thinking selection committee gets together they are bound by costs, copy write, 

research and development, policy changes, safety issues and dozens of reality 

issues that the idea people are not faced with. 

 

• This process is continued more times until you have spent about 30 minutes 

generating all the ideas. You can also get more creative by increasing the number 

of ideas generated per person. Due to the fact that everything moves in 

descending order like 6 people, 5 minutes, 4 ideas, 3 times, etc. this type of 

brainstorming is called as Speed-storming. 

 

• When it is completed, all answers need to be compiled and then voted on. The 

only problem here is most people like to be acknowledged for good work or a good 

idea or even that they took several hours off to participate. So after the voting on 

the top 3 ideas is completed it is good to publicly reward the participant, perhaps 

with 2 dinner coupons at a nice restaurant or even with a certificate but in public 

so they feel special.  

 

• If you think that is not important think again, because a substantial number of 

people who quit a job even within a company, do so because they were not 

appreciated for their efforts. 

#5. Star-Bursting 

Star-bursting is a later-stage brainstorming technique that can be implemented when a 

group has already selected an idea to elaborate upon and potentially execute. Example 

“Who are our clients?” 

In a starburst brainstorming session, your team will start with the idea of “Who are our 

clients? Then create a six-point star around it. Each point represents a question: who, 

what, when, where, why, and how. For example, who is our product targeting? When 



would be a good time to launch it with our clients? What is our motivation of our clients 

to buy?  

                                               WHO 

 

          WHAT                                                             WHEN 

 

        WHERE                                                            WHY 

 

                                               HOW 

 

Because it focuses on questions rather than answers, star-bursting encourages the 

group to examine an idea from every angle. Presenting an idea in this way frees the 

person who generated the idea from having to defend it or figure out how to execute it 

on their own. Instead the entire team works on solutions together. 

 

#6. CHARETTE PROCESS 

 

When to Use the Charrette Procedure? 

In the project initiation stage or problem solving meetings, a large number of attendees 

may result in losing control, unnecessary debates, and sometimes conflict that prevents 

reaching effective solutions. In these instances, brainstorming sessions may lead to 

problems instead of solving them. A loss of direction may also occur because many 

topics can be discussed at the same time. Therefore, Charrette Procedure should be 

applied in the following scenarios: 

Who Are 

Our Clients 

 



• Multiple topics being discussed during the session at the same time 

• When a large number of people (15-45) are involved in the discussion 

• The time to discuss each topic is limited 

• Building on existing ideas created by others 

• To ensure all the attendees contribute to the discussion 

How the Charrette Procedure Works 

In order to ensure successful Charrette Procedure, thorough preparation should be 

considered to manage the ideas of each small group. The preparation of participants 

will include the following steps: 

• Divide the participants into small groups, around five group in each session. 

• Ask each group to choose someone to record the ideas and document them, this 

person is called the recorder. 

• Ask each group to choose a topic. If the number of groups is larger than the topics, 

two groups may share the same topic to discuss separately. 

• Assign time for the groups to generate ideas, generally it can be around 10 minutes 

for each group. 

After preparing the groups for the discussion, small groups should start to brainstorm 

the topics and get their ideas circulated based on the following steps: 

Step 1 

Each group discusses the assigned topic and the recorder collects the ideas to 

document it through notes. The leader for all the groups may warn the attendees about 

the time to make sure they are focused and remain active in discussing all the ideas 

within the 10 minutes limit. 

 

 



Step 2 

The recorder takes the ideas from the first group and moves to the second group to 

facilitate discussion of the ideas created by the initial group. The recorder collects and 

document the new ideas that may be generated based on this second round. 

Step 3 

The recorder repeats the process with the third group. All groups are asked to review 

and discuss each the ideas related to all topics. 

Step 4 

At the end round of the discussion, each group is asked to prioritize the ideas based the 

most important and significant ideas in each topic. 

Step 5 

Each recorder collects all the ideas, and summarizes them based on each topic. This 

step merges the efforts of all the groups and helps to compare the collected ideas for a 

more complete understanding of the topics. 

Step 6 

The entire group meets and discusses the results related to each topic. At this stage, 

they review the priorities of each decision. The resulting decisions may be implemented 

in the form of an Action Plan for the next stages of the project. 

Conclusion 

• The Charrette Procedure can provide a solution for many reported problems that 

brainstorming sessions face, including issues related to a large number of 

session attendees and discussing multiple topics in the same timeframe.  



• The above steps organize the meeting to overcome barriers and ensure 

everyone is active in the conversation. Charrette Procedure also guarantees that 

all topics are being discussed equally and with the same level of interest. 

• If your team seems to be stuck on conventional answers to brainstorming 

challenges, you may need to stir the pot to help them generate creative ideas by 

using techniques that need out-of-the-box thinking. These may include the 

Charrette approach. 

 

• Imagine a brainstorming session in which 35 people from six different 

departments are all struggling to come up with viable ideas. The process is time 

consuming, boring, and—all too often—unfruitful.  

 

 

• The Charrette method breaks up the problem into smaller chunks, with small 

groups discussing each element of the problem for a set period of time. Once, 

each group has discussed one issue, their ideas are passed on to the next group 

who builds on them. By the end of the Charrette, each idea may have been 

discussed five or six times—and the ideas discussed have been refined. 

 

Conclusion 

Brainstorming is a terrific technique for idea generation, coming up with alternatives and 

possibilities, discovering fatal flaws, and developing creative approaches. But it’s only 

as good as its participants and facilitator. The better you are at selecting participants, 

setting the stage, and encouraging discussion, the better your outcomes are likely to 

be.  

 

 



#7. QUESTION BRAIN STORMING: 

In this strategy participants focus more on the questions than attempting to generate 

solutions. 

First the problem is explained to the group and instead of asking the group to generate 

solutions for the problem, “A main water pipe in the basement has burst, what are your 

suggestions to fix it. The answer might be “Call a plumbing company” But often 

problems fall into two categories. Number one, what we think is the problem because 

evidence points in that direction and number two, the true root of the problem. So 

intelligent questions need to be asked in lieu of proof. 

Example of questions; 

• Do we know for a fact that the problem is the main water pips? 

• Has it ever happened before? 

• If it happened before what was the conditions leading up to the failure both in the 

building and outside in the community? 

• Could other factors have led to this problem happening” 

• Is this the original pipe? Etc. 

• How old is the pipe and do such pipes have a replacement schedule? 

By asking intelligent questions we move away from symptoms to the root cause. 

Additionally one can use the 5Y’s to get to the root of a problem very quickly. 

 

 

#8 BRAIN WRITING 

• In this session of brain writing 6 people are provided with paper and they are 

prompted and asked to write down as many ideas on the problem, possible 

solution, or ideas as possible within 5 minutes.  

 



• Then each person is made to pass his or her idea to the next person and within 

the next 5 minutes, the next person is asked to do the same and generate ideas 

on the original suggestion. 

 

• The difference between brain writing and speed storming is that and brain writing 

people are asked to work on the first idea to generate another group of ideas while 

in speed storming, multiple ideas are passed on to the next person to which he or 

she adds another set of ideas and so forth.  

 

• These types of Brain-storming are used more for the breadth of the topic and is 

used with people who need a number of ideas on a very short amount of time. 

 

#9. FOCUS GROUP 

Focus group is a type of brainstorming in which a small group of people is targeted for a 

specific problem. This type of brainstorming is used mostly by corporates to get the 

feedback of the newly launched product or to get a solution to a particular idea. Although 

the focus Group is small, it is ensured that it represents a variety of participants. 

Choosing participants of focus Group determine the success or failure of the method. The 

participants are given with a particular topic or idea or problem and their discussion is 

observed and points are noted down without them knowing. These are then presented 

and reported.  

It works best when you get at least one person from every level from: 

• R&D (research and development),  

• Manufacturing,  

• Advertising and marketing, Sales,  

• Packaging, 

https://www.marketing91.com/what-is-a-product/


• Delivery,  

• And including customers. 

 

 

#10. THE 5 Y’s STRATEGY FOR PROBLEM SOLVING 

 

• Stubborn or recurrent problems are often symptoms of deeper issues. "Quick 

fixes" may seem convenient, but they often solve only the surface issues and 

waste resources that could otherwise be used to tackle the real cause. 

• Below, we look at the 5 Whys technique (sometimes known as 5Y). This is a 

simple but powerful tool for cutting quickly through the outward symptoms of a 

problem to reveal its underlying causes, so that you can deal with it once and for 

all. Origins of the 5 Whys Technique 

• Sakichi Toyoda, the Japanese industrialist, inventor, and founder of Toyota 

Industries, developed the 5 Whys technique in the 1930s. It became popular in 

the 1970s, and Toyota still uses it to solve problems today. 

• Toyota has a "go and see" philosophy. This means that its decision making is 

based on an in-depth understanding of what is actually happening on the shop 

floor rather than on what someone in a boardroom thinks might be happening. 

          The 5 Whys technique is true to this tradition, and it is most effective when the                      

 answers come from people who have hands-on experience of the process or  

 problem in question. 

• The method is remarkably simple: when a problem occurs, you drill down to its 

root-cause by asking "Why?" five times. Then, when a counter-measure 

becomes apparent, you  



Note: 

• The 5 Whys uses "counter-measures," rather than "solutions." A counter-

measure is an action or set of actions that seeks to prevent the problem from 

arising again, while a solution may just seek to deal with the symptom. As such, 

counter-measures are more robust, and will more likely prevent the problem from 

recurring. 

When to Use a 5 Whys Analysis 

• You can use 5 Whys for troubleshooting, quality improvement, and problem 

solving, but it is most effective when used to resolve simple or moderately difficult 

problems. 

• It may not be suitable if you need to tackle a complex or critical problem. This is 

because 5 Whys can lead you to pursue a single track, or a limited number of 

tracks, of inquiry when, in fact, there could be multiple causes.  

 

• This simple technique, however, can often direct you quickly to the root cause of 

a problem. So, whenever a system or process isn't working properly, give it a try 

before you embark on a more in-depth approach – and certainly before you 

attempt to develop a solution. 

How to Use the 5 Whys 

1. Assemble a Team.  

• Gather together people who are familiar with the specifics of the problem.                                                  

Be 100% clear that the problem is the process that you're trying to fix. Include 

someone to take on the facilitator role who can keep the team focused on 

identifying effective counter-measures. 



2. Define the Problem 

• If you can, observe the problem in action. Discuss it with your team and write a 

brief, clear problem statement that you all agree on.  

• For example: Team “A” isn't meeting its response time targets" or "Software 

release resulted in too many rollback failures." 

• Then, write your statement on a whiteboard or sticky note, leaving enough space 

around it to add your answers to the repeated question, "Why?" 

3. Ask the First "Why?" 

• Ask your team why the problem is occurring. (For example, "Why isn't Team A 

meeting its response time targets?") 

• Asking "Why?" sounds simple, but answering it requires serious thought. Search 

for answers that are grounded in fact: they must be accounts of things that have 

actually happened, not guesses at what might have happened. 

• This prevents 5 Whys from becoming just a process of deductive reasoning, 

which can generate a large number of possible causes and, sometimes, create 

more confusion as you chase down hypothetical problems. 

Problem: Our client is refusing to pay for leaflets we printed for him. 

Why #1. Why won’t he pay? 

Answer: The delivery was late so the leaflets couldn’t be used. 

Why # 2. Why was it late? 

Answer: The job took longer than we expected. 

Why #3. Why did it take longer? 



Answer: We ran out of printer ink. 

Why #4. Why did we run out of ink? 

Answer: The ink was all used on a last minute order. 

Why #5. Why didn’t you check our stocks of ink? 

Answer: We didn’t have enough ink in stock and we couldn’t order new supplies in 

time. 

Counter measure: Find an ink supplier who can deliver on short notice, so that we can 

continue to minimize the inventory, and respond to customers’ demands. 

Key Points 

• The 5 Whys strategy is a simple, effective tool for uncovering the root of a 

problem. You can use it in troubleshooting, problem-solving, and quality-

improvement initiatives. 

• Start with a problem and ask why it is occurring. Make sure that your answer is 

grounded in fact, and then ask the question again. Continue the process until you 

reach the root cause of the problem, and you can identify a counter-measure that 

will prevent it from recurring. 

• Bear in mind that this questioning process is best suited to simple or moderately 

difficult problems. Complex problems may benefit from a more detailed 

approach, although using 5 Whys will still give you useful insights. 

 

• Now that you've identified at least one root cause, you need to discuss and agree 

on the counter-measures that will prevent the problem from recurring. 

• As you work through your chain of questions, you may find that someone has 

failed to take a necessary action. The great thing about 5 Whys is that it prompts 



you to go further than just assigning blame and to ask why that happened. This 

often points to organizational issues or areas where processes need to be 

improved. The "5" in 5 Whys is really just a “rule of thumb” In some cases, you 

may need to ask "Why?" a few more times before you get to the root of the 

problem. 

 

• In other cases, you may reach this point before you ask your fifth "Why?" If you 

do, make sure that you haven't stopped too soon, and that you're not simply 

accepting "knee-jerk" responses. The important point is to stop asking "Why?" 

when you stop producing useful responses. 

 

OVERAL SUMMARY OF PROBLEM SOLVING 

Core Principles of Creative Problem Solving 

 

CPS has four core principles. Let's explore each one in more detail: Divergent and 

convergent thinking must be balanced. The key to creativity is learning how to identify 

and balance divergent and convergent thinking (done separately), and knowing when to 

practice each one. 

 

1. Clarify Explore the Vision 

Identify your goal, desire or challenge. This is a crucial first step because it's easy to 

assume, incorrectly, that you know what the problem is. However, you may have 

missed something or have failed to understand the issue fully, and defining your 

objective can provide clarity. This is a time to gather data from anyone concerned with 

the problem. 



Once you've identified and understood the problem, you can collect information about it 

and develop a clear understanding of it. Make a note of details such as who and what is 

involved, all the relevant facts, and everyone’s feelings and opinions. 

Formulate Questions 

When you've increased your awareness of the challenge or problem you've identified, 

ask questions that will generate possible solutions. Think about the obstacles you might 

face and the opportunities they could present. 

 

2. Ideate Explore Ideas 

Generate ideas that answer the challenge questions you identified in step 1. It can be 

tempting to consider solutions that you've tried before, as our minds tend to return to 

habitual thinking patterns that stop us from producing new ideas. However, this is a 

chance to use your Creative Thinking. 

 

3. Develop Formulate Solutions 

This is the convergent stage of CPS, where you begin to focus on evaluating all of your 

possible options and come up with solutions. Analyze whether potential solutions meet 

your needs and criteria, and decide whether you can implement them successfully. 

Next, consider how you can strengthen them and determine which ones are the best 

"fit."  

4. Implement Formulate a Plan 

Once you've chosen the best solution, it's time to develop a plan of action. Start by 

identifying resources and actions that will allow you to implement your chosen solution. 

Next, communicate your plan and make sure that everyone involved understands and 

accepts it. 

 

 



ASSIGNMENT 

 

 

Using ANY of the 10 Brainstorming strategies above I want you to problem-solve our 

education system. Then come up with a way to develop an educational environment 

that is better for every student. Then go wild with concepts using the strategies above or 

from other lessons. This is as you know your B.A. in Creative Thinking so show off. 

 

Hint: First define environment. 


