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Groups often struggle to find collaborative
structured processes for generating ideas and
solutions to problems, issues, and concerns.
This fact sheet describes the Anonymous
Brainstorming Technique (Bens 2000), a
technique that can be used to assist groups
as they manage various ideas when engaged
in planning and problem-solving.
What is it? It is a mind-expanding and
creative brainstorming technique for
generating, sharing, and discussing
participant ideas about a topic in a group
setting while allowing for anonymity.
When should it be used? This is a
technique to assist groups who are
challenged to generate a number of ideas in
a relatively short time period or when a topic
is sensitive, requiring anonymous input from
group participants. The technique can be
employed when groups find themselves
“stuck,” not able to find a solution after
engaging in a lengthy discussion about an
issue. Additionally, the technique is a
helpful tool when group members are
reluctant to speak in the presence of other
members, or when there are individuals in a
group who tend to dominate discussions.
What are the process steps that should be
followed when using the Anonymous
Brainstorming Technique?

1. Select a facilitator (member or nongroup
member), who serves as a “neutral”
when conducting discussions using the
Anonymous Brainstorming Technique.
2. Depending on the size of the group,
participants are seated with no less than
five and no more than eight persons at a
table, a round table is preferred. Paper
and marking instruments are placed near
the center of the table.
3. The facilitator introduces a list of
suggested ground rules (or “conversation
principles”) to be followed. Following a
discussion of the ground rules,
participants are asked to honor them.
Two important rules or principles
include: (a) all ideas count, even the
“crazy” ones; and (b) “arguments” are
not allowed.
4. Identify a topic, issue or question
requiring the generation of ideas. The
facilitator writes the question so all
participants can see and read it. For
example, “How can we reduce traffic
congestion at the corner of Mulberry
and Main Street?” or “What can we do
about traffic congestion in the northwest
corner of town?”

5. Each person receives at least three slips
of blank paper (“Issue Sheets”). A time
limit is set (approximately five minutes).
Participants work alone and write as
briefly as possible on the blank paper a
response to the specific question or
issue.
6. At the completion of the given time
limit, participants are asked to fold their
Issue Sheets and place them in the center
of the table. (Sheets do not have names
on them.)
7. A volunteer in each group shuffles the
Sheets, then the volunteer distributes to
other participants the same number of
Sheets completed by each participant. If
someone receives a Sheet that he or she
prepared, then the Sheet is returned and
that participant receives another one.

developing an action plan. Some
suggestions may include:
•

Do the grouped ideas lend
themselves to a plan of action or
strategies for the group? The group
may want to prioritize the categories
at this time and begin working on an
action strategy.

•

Do the ideas listed add clarity to the
issue, creating a better
understanding of the group
member’s opinions? Once the issue
becomes understandable, group
members may see clearly what the
next step would entail.
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