Reverse Brainstorming

Idea In Short

Reverse brainstorming is a creative problem-solving technique that involves flipping a
problem on its head. Instead of asking how to solve a problem, participants ask how to
cause it. This seemingly counterintuitive approach can uncover hidden assumptions, reveal
new perspectives, and generate innovative solutions. Reverse brainstorming finds solutions
by creating problems.

This method offers a fresh perspective on problem-solving by shifting the focus from
solutions to causes. It encourages participants to think about how they could actively create
or worsen a problem. This unusual approach can be surprisingly effective in generating new
ideas and overcoming mental blocks. It forces participants to consider the problem from a
different angle, revealing insights that might not emerge through traditional brainstorming.

The Process

The process typically involves several key steps. First, the problem is clearly defined and
stated. This provides a focus for the brainstorming session. The problem should be framed
in a clear and concise way so that everyone understands the objective.

Next, the problem is reversed. Instead of asking "How can we solve this problem?",
participants ask "How can we cause this problem?" or "How can we make this situation
worse?" This reversal is the core of the technique and sets the stage for a different kind of
thinking.

Participants then brainstorm ideas on how to cause the problem. This phase is similar to
traditional brainstorming, but the focus is on generating negative ideas. Participants are
encouraged to think creatively and come up with as many ways as possible to create or
exacerbate the problem. It is important to create a safe and open environment where
participants feel comfortable sharing even seemingly absurd or counterproductive ideas.

Think Insights - thinkinsights.net -1-


/consulting/6-3-5-method
/consulting/5w1h-problem-solving
/strategy/focus-and-diffuse-thinking
/consulting/brainstorming
/consulting/headstand-technique

Once a sufficient number of negative ideas have been generated, the group reverses them.
Each negative idea is turned into a positive action or solution. For example, if a negative idea
is "Make the website navigation confusing," the reversed idea might be "Create clear and
intuitive website navigation." This reversal transforms the negative ideas into potential
solutions.

The group then evaluates the reversed ideas and selects the most promising ones for
implementation. This evaluation process considers the feasibility, effectiveness, and
potential impact of each solution. The selected solutions can then be developed further and
implemented to address the original problem.

A key benefit of reverse brainstorming is that it can help to uncover hidden assumptions and
biases. By thinking about how to cause a problem, participants often reveal underlying
assumptions about what is causing the problem in the first place. This can lead to a deeper
understanding of the problem and more effective solutions.

Case Study - Reducing Customer Complaints

Imagine a company receiving a high number of customer complaints about long wait times
on their customer service hotline. They decide to use reverse brainstorming to find ways to
reduce these complaints. The original problem is: "How can we reduce customer wait times
on our hotline?"

They reverse the problem to: "How can we increase customer wait times on our hotline?"
The team then brainstorms ways to achieve this.

Some of the negative ideas they generate include: "Reduce the number of customer service
representatives," "Slow down the phone system," "Make the phone menu complex and

confusing," and "Provide inadequate training to customer service representatives."

The team then reverses these negative ideas. "Reduce the number of customer service
representatives" becomes "Increase the number of customer service representatives."
"Slow down the phone system" becomes "Speed up the phone system." "Make the phone
menu complex and confusing" becomes "Create a simple and intuitive phone menu."
"Provide inadequate training" becomes "Provide comprehensive training."
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The team evaluates these reversed ideas and decides to focus on increasing the number of
representatives and improving the phone menu. They implement these changes and see a
significant reduction in customer wait times and complaints. This example demonstrates
how reverse brainstorming can generate practical solutions by exploring the opposite of the
desired outcome.

Advantages and Potential Challenges

Reverse brainstorming offers several distinct advantages. It provides a fresh perspective on
problem-solving by flipping the problem on its head. This can be particularly useful when
traditional brainstorming methods have not yielded satisfactory results.

This method can help to overcome mental blocks and generate more creative and
innovative solutions. It encourages participants to think outside the box and explore
unconventional approaches. It is also a highly engaging and interactive technique that can
stimulate discussion and collaboration within a group.

Reverse brainstorming can be particularly effective for identifying potential risks and
preventing problems before they occur. By thinking about how to cause a problem,

organizations can proactively identify vulnerabilities and implement preventative measures.

However, there are also some potential challenges to consider. Some participants may find
the concept of brainstorming negative ideas initially uncomfortable or counterintuitive. It is
important to create a safe and supportive environment where participants feel comfortable
sharing even seemingly absurd ideas.

The process of reversing the negative ideas can also require some careful consideration. It
is important to ensure that the reversed ideas are truly positive and actionable. Some
negative ideas may need to be rephrased or refined to ensure that they translate into
effective solutions.

It is also important to remember that reverse brainstorming is primarily a tool for generating

ideas, not for detailed planning or implementation. Further development and refinement of

the ideas are typically needed after the brainstorming session.
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Summary

Reverse brainstorming is a valuable tool for generating creative solutions to problems by
exploring how to cause them. It provides a fresh perspective, overcomes mental blocks, and
encourages innovative thinking. This technique solves problems by creating them first.
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