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By SUSAN CAIN 
 
SOLITUDE is out of fashion. Our companies, our schools and our 
culture are in thrall to an idea I call the New Groupthink, which holds 
that creativity and achievement come from an oddly gregarious place. 
Most of us now work in teams, in offices without walls, for managers 
who prize people skills above all. Lone geniuses are out. Collaboration 
is in.  
But there’s a problem with this view. Research strongly suggests that 
people are more creative when they enjoy privacy and freedom from 
interruption. And the most spectacularly creative people in many fields 
are often introverted, according to studies by the psychologists Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi and Gregory Feist. They’re extroverted enough to 
exchange and advance ideas, but see themselves as independent 
and individualistic. They’re not joiners by nature.  



POST FROM FORBES 

  
 Lone Genius or Brilliant Team: Who Really 
Does the Innovation? 
Stephanie Losee, Dell  

 Posted on behalf of Bill O’Connor, who works in 
Corporate Strategy at Autodesk, and runs The 
Innovation Genome Project, which researches the 
top 1,000 innovations in world history looking for 
insights people can apply to their day-to-day 
work. 









BRAINSTORMING AND INNOVATION 

¢   Quality of meetings is critical to innovation 
�  Dunbar/West 

¢   Idea exchange process is basic element of  
 meetings 

¢    Brainstorming is essentially exchanging ideas 
 in meetings to come up with a range of novel 
 ideas 

¢    Brainstorming research is relevant to 
 innovation in groups, teams and meetings. 

 



IDEAL GROUP SIZE FOR CREATIVITY? 

¢   More the merrier 

¢   Seven to Twelve 

¢   Two 

¢   One 

¢   It depends 



 BRAINSTORMING RESEARCH 
 

¢  Ad hoc groups 

¢  Short sessions 

¢  General topics 

¢  Student and work populations 

¢  Compare different group sizes/methods 



 
GROUP IDEATION FINDINGS FOR VERBAL 
INTERACTION 
 
 
¢  Groups: more creative ideas than individuals 

¢  Groups: fewer creative ideas than same number of 
individuals 

¢   The larger the group, the more discrepancy 

¢    Pairs of brainstormers most productive  “group” 

¢    More ideas, more good ideas (original and useful) 
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DATA FROM COMPANY  EMPLOYEES 

Number of Unique Ideas Generated 
Paulus et al. (1995) 



Creativity researchers have been banging 
on for years about the poor results 
obtained by group idea generation. Not just 
saying it but proving it with laboratory 
exercises. 
 
But God it’s almost impossible to get 
anybody in big organisations to stop these 
infernal one-day idea generation 
brainstormings - usually involving twenty 
plus managers. I try to explain that such 
mass activities are inefficient, ineffective 
and just plain stupid.  
 
The creativity academics have been saying 
it for years – the best number to brainstorm 
new ideas is – one. So when I propose the 
structure of a workshop, I always 
recommend participants work solo or in 
pairs. And time after time, the clients insist 
on bigger combinations. 
 



DATA FROM A PRACTITIONER  

   Group 1 (Six people) - 7 ideas 
Group 2 (Six people) - 11 ideas 
Group 3 (Three people) - 17 ideas 
Group 4 (Two people) - 11 ideas 
Group 5 (Solo) - 28 ideas 
Group 6 (Solo) - 29 ideas 
Group 7 (Solo) - 30 ideas 
 



 ILLUSION OF PRODUCTIVITY 

¢ Groups more positive ratings of individual 
performance than individuals 

¢ People expect to be more productive in 
generating creative ideas in groups than as an 
individual 

¢ Many studies show a poor relationship between 
creative production and perception of creativity 



INTERACTION IN “NATURAL GROUPS”  
 

¢ One person talks at a time 
¢ Uneven participation 
¢ Initial ideas become the focus of attention-

premature consensus 
¢ Focus on agreement or common expertise 
¢ Deferment to experts 
¢ Inhibition of minority perspectives/

minority members 
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THEORY OF THE GROUP MIND 
 

¢ Individual search of knowledge 
¢ Search within and across domains/flow (in 

the box and out of the box) 
¢ Associative networks 
¢ Attention to self vs others 
¢ Cognitive stimulation of associations-

connections—spreading activation 
¢ Memory limitations/cognitive overload/

distraction/decay 
¢ Stimulation vs fixation 
 



BEST PRACTICES IN GROUP BRAINSTORMING 

� Instructions (M/C) 
� Focus on quantity (M/C) 
� Low level of evaluation (M/C) 
� Group size (M/C) 
� Brainwrite (C) 
� Electronic (C) 
� Goals (M) 
� Feedback (M) 
� Turnover (C) 



RULES FOR BRAINSTORMING 

� Don’t criticize 
� Go for quantity 
� Freewheel 
� Build on ideas 
� Keep it simple (don’t elaborate/tell 

stories) 



BEST PRACTICES IN GROUP BRAINSTORMING 

�  Breaks/length of session/intervening 
activities (C) 

�  Asynchronous—alone and group (C) 
�  Alone, Dyad, Group variation (C) 
�  Task decomposition/categories (C) 
�  Importance of flow (C) 
�  Shared focus (C) 
�  Facilitators/training (M/C) 
�  Diversity (M/C) 
�  Synergy issue  



PROCEDURE 
Group Training Paradigm: No Training Paradigm: 

No. Activities Time 
(minutes) 

Activities Time 
(minutes) 

1 Introduction 10 Introduction 15 

2 Tips on diversity 5     

3 Osborn’s & Additional rules 5 Osborn’s rules 5 

4 Practice session I 10 Practice session I 15 

5 Feedback 10 break 10 

6 Tips on Attention 5  _   

7 Practice session II 10 Practice session II 15 

8 Tips on unique ideas 5     

9 Practice session III 10 Practice session III 15 

10 Accountability & rules 5  _   

11 Actual Brainstorming 20+20=40 Actual brainstorming 20+20=40 

12 Debriefing and consent 5  Debriefing and consent 5  

Total time 120 120 



TAPPING THE COLLECTIVE GENIUS OF 
DIVERSE GROUPS 

¢ Small group/pair interaction 
¢ Balance of group, pair, alone experiences 
¢ Focusing on one issue or component at a time 
¢ Mix verbal exchanges with electronic or 

written exchanges 
¢ Benefits of group experience, training, 

planning, structure 
¢   Learning about each others’ unique skills 

and talents 
¢   Effective handling of conflicting perspectives 
 



GROUP CREATIVITY KEYS 
¢ Task Focus 

¢ Task Motivation 

¢ Effective Information Processing 



TASK FOCUS 

¢ Clear Goals 
¢ Clear instructions/ Rules  
¢ Facilitators/Training 
¢ Subdividing the task 
¢ Shared focus 
¢ Attending to others 



TASK MOTIVATION 

¢ Intrinsic motivation 
¢ Task, person 

 
¢ Extrinsic motivation 

�  Competition/consequences 
�  High goals/expectations 
�  High performance norms 
�  Pressure (challenge/work load) 



 
 
 
 
 

EFFECTIVE INFORMATION 
PROCESSING 

 
¢ Efficient Communications 

�  Writing/computer modality 

¢ Incubation opportunities/brief breaks 
¢ Alone, pair, group variations 
¢ Diversity/common ground 
¢ Transactive memory/experience 



BUILDING ON THE IDEAS OF OTHERS 
KOHN, PAULUS, & CHOI (2011) 
 
¢  Present participants with ideas to build on 

¢  Used brainwriting procedure 

¢  Generate ideas to make university better 

¢  Alone or in groups of three 

¢  Each person received a list of 40 ideas 
�  Either 40 common or rare ones based on past research 

¢  Groups shared their combinations by passing their 
slip with each combination to other group members 



BUILDING ON THE IDEAS OF OTHERS 
KOHN, PAULUS, & CHOI (2011) 

Results 
¢ Nominals more combinations than groups 

¢ Common ideas-more combinations than in rare 
ideas condition 

¢ Rare ideas led to more novel ideas in groups but 
not for nominals 

¢ Rare ideas led to more useful ideas in groups but 
not for nominals 



EFFECT OF INTERACTION MODALITY AND IDEA 
COMMONALITY ON COMBINATION NOVELTY 

2.6	


2.8	


3	


3.2	


3.4	


3.6	


3.8	


Nominal	
 Interactive	


Combination Novelty	


Rare	

Common	




EFFECT OF INTERACTION MODALITY AND IDEA 
COMMONALITY ON COMBINATION FEASIBILITY 
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SEVEN BAD HABITS OF MEETINGS 
 

¢ Done as one group 
¢ Done only as a group 
¢ Lack of focus/subtopics 
¢ Ineffective turn taking 
¢ Lack of attention to others’ ideas 
¢ Failure to tap cognitive stimulation 

during and after interaction   
 



TAPPING THE CREATIVE POTENTIAL OF 
GROUPS: EFFECTIVE MEETINGS 

¢  Initial private search of relevant knowledge or 
ideas (by writing ideas or typing) 
�  Avoids initial bias or fixation 
�  Allows for in-depth search of relevant knowledge of 

all group members 
�  Idea search can occur without distraction/flow of 

ideas 
�  No competition for face-time 



TAPPING THE CREATIVE POTENTIAL OF 
GROUPS 

¢ Sharing this knowledge in an efficient manner 
(writing, electronic) with a small sub-group 
�  Attentive processing of ideas by others 
�  Allows for input from all members 
�  Allow for stimulation effect of new ideas 
�  Novel ideas have more impact (contrast with own 

ideas) 



TAPPING THE CREATIVE POTENTIAL OF 
GROUPS 

¢ Then some more private reflection time to build 
on the shared ideas 
�  Ideas based  associations generated by the sharing 

processes 
�  Connect own ideas/knowledge to the shared material 
�  No distraction from others’ responses 
�  No competition for face time 



TAPPING THE CREATIVE POTENTIAL OF 
GROUPS 

¢ Take a break 
�  allow for incubation 
�  dissipation of fixation 



TAPPING THE CREATIVE POTENTIAL OF 
GROUPS 

¢ Select best ideas in small groups 
�  Idea selection tends to be better in groups than in 

isolation 
�  Benefits of multiple perspectives and experiences in 

evaluation applicability 
�  Crowdsourcing/electronic voting 
�  Wisdom of the crowd 
�  Groupthink not a problem 
�  Best method not clear—do as go along or at end of 

session 



TAPPING THE CREATIVE POTENTIAL OF 
GROUPS 

¢ Share the ideas with the entire group/come to 
consensus about best ideas 
�  The contrasting ideas coming from different groups 

will stimulate further discussion/elaboration 
�  Discovery of overlap in top ideas may increase 

confidence in those ideas 



TAPPING THE CREATIVE POTENTIAL OF 
GROUPS 

¢ Have small subgroup of relevant experts develop 
ideas into implementable format 
�  They should interact with originators of ideas to 

insure they understand the full context of the ideas 
�  They should get input from those outside the division 

or organization who have relevant expertise 



IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE IN GROUPS 

¢ Need for intense and efficient one-on-one 
interactions 

¢ Bring ideas to the team for evaluation, 
elaboration, development 

¢ Have structured discussion sessions in limited 
time periods (motivation/in depth cognitive 
processing/flow) 

¢ Alternate group interaction and reflective periods 
close in time 

¢ Use different modes of interaction at different 
phases 

¢   Develop a “natural model” for meetings that 
incorporates the science of the group mind 



IDEA EVALUATION 

¢ Selection of best ideas after brainstorming 
  Not better than overall average 

¢ Group members more accurate than 
outsiders 

¢ Clear separation of ideation/evaluation 
not important 

¢ If generate more ideas (e.g., nominal 
group) select better ideas later in the 
group. 

¢ Groups better at evaluation than 
individuals 



  

Creativity and Innovation 

Group Structure 
Diversity 
Cohesiveness 
Longevity 
Size 
Overlap in KSA 
Leadership Style 
 

External Demands 
Autonomy/Self-Management 
Resources 
Creative Mentors and Models 
Organizational Specified Goals 
Rewards and Penalties 
Organizational Structure 
Performance Feedback 
Reference Group Performance 
Intergroup & Intragroup Competition 

Group Climate 
Psychological Safety 
Trust 
Risk-Taking Norms 
Participation 
Conflict 
Shared Goals/Vision 
Commitment to Task 
Norms for Innovation 

Group Member Variables 
Personality 
Task Relevant KSA 
Mood (Cognitive Flexibility) 
Intrinsic Motivation 
Perceived Task Challenge 
Creative Self-Efficacy 
Attitude toward Diversity 

Group, Task, and Situational Variables 

Cognitive Processes 
Generate Solutions by: 
*Searching LTM to Generate Ideas 
*Attending to Others’ Ideas 
*Combining/Elaborating on Previously Generated and Others’ 
Ideas 

Social Processes 
Share Generated Ideas 
Exchange Information/Collaborative Problem-Solving 
Discuss Varied Viewpoints/Minority Dissent 
Engage in Social Comparison 
Manage Conflict  
Reflexivity 

Motivational Processes 

Use Internal Motivators (e.g., Intrinsic 
Motivation) and External Motivators (e.g., 
Goals, Rewards, Competition) to Set and 
Maintain High Levels of Motivation 

Reduce Group Motivational Losses (e.g., 
Social Loafing, Free Riding) 

Group/Team Processes 

Group Structure 
Diversity 
Cohesiveness 
Longevity 
Size 
Overlap in KSA 
Leadership Style 
Communication Modality 
 
 

External Demands 
Freedom/Autonomy/Self-Management 
Support for Creativity (including Resources) 
Creative Mentors and Models 
Organizational Specified Goals 
Rewards and Penalties 
Organizational Structure 
Performance Feedback 
Reference Group Performance Feedback 
Intergroup & Intragroup Competition 
Task Structure 

Group Climate 
Psychological Safety 
Trust 
Norms of Participation 
Conflict 
Shared Goals/Vision 
Commitment to Task 
Norms for Innovation 
Risk Taking Norms 
 

Group Member Variables 
Personality 
Task Relevant KSA 
Mood (Cognitive Flexibility) 
Intrinsic Motivation 
Perceived Task Challenge 
Creative Self-Efficacy 
Attitude toward Diversity 
 
 

Group/Team, Task, and Situational Variables 



Group Composition 

Cognitive diversity 

Group cohesion 

Group size 

Diverse idea pool 
creates potential for  
cognitive stimulation. 

Attention to others’ ideas 
(listening, reading) 

Motivational Factors 

Norms/expectations 

Social Facilitation 

Task Goals 

Matching 
Time on task (“internal”  

attentional focus) 

Retrieval of information 
from memory 

Integration, combination, 
& elaboration of information 

Persistence Output/shared ideas 
(spoken, written) 

Individual Idea Generation 




