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You may have experience of attending or facilitating an ideas session or brainstorm. They are 
a powerful way to generate and build on ideas. They also serve another purpose; building 
relationships and getting buy-in from people that you need on board to help make your idea 
happen, for example funders, partners, suppliers, colleagues and managers. Here are some 
tactics to help you get the best from people in your next idea session. 

Focus

Inform the participants of why they have been invited and what is in it for them as well as why 
the innovation problem they are giving up their time to work on matters. Frame your problem 
as a question that is broad enough for people to have room to be creative, but defined enough 
that you will get ideas that are relevant. For example, don’t ask people ‘How might we increase 
income through our events?’ Consider something more specific like ‘How might we make this 
event far more attractive to busy mums?’

If you have insight about your customer – pick one or two key things and ask the group to 
consider that as part of the process. 

pinpoint your problem

Often we jump to solutions before really 
understanding the actual problem that we are 
trying to solve. Time taken at the beginning to 
ensure you are solving the right problem is time 
well spent. One way to do this is to ask ‘Why?’ 
several times.

independent facilitator

If possible, find someone else to facilitate (this may 
just be a colleague who is not responsible for the 
project) who can be impartial and is responsible for 
keeping to topic, gets the best from everyone in the 
room and ensures the session runs to time. A good 
facilitator will ensure that everyone in the room 
gets heard, including the more reserved people, 
who perhaps don’t feel comfortable speaking up in 
a group. They will also use a range of techniques to 
provoke creative thinking. 
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“If I had one hour to 
save the world, I
would spend fifty-five 
minutes defining the 
problem and only five 
minutes finding the 
solution.”
albert einstein
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mix of people 

The more diverse the group of people, the more likely you are to get a range of different 
perspectives on your topic. Consider also the people that you will need on board when the 
ideas are developed, for example, finance, IT, sales and marketing. Involving them from the 
beginning will help you further down the line. 
 

explain how the session will run 

An ideas process tends to be far more effective 
when it’s in two parts. This will probably not be 
obvious to those in the room. If you’re running the 
session, one of your most important jobs by far is 
to help them understand this, so that they’re able 
to happily contribute in the most helpful way (and 
know why you want them to ‘play’ with ideas / be 
open first, and suspend their instinctive judging till 
the second part:

part 1 - diverge

This is about getting lots and lots of ideas, nothing should be filtered here, anything goes. 
This is not because in their current form all of this ‘stream of conciousness’ playing can 
actually be used. But because starting with this open, non-judgemental phase leads to the 
really outstanding things that can be used. The seemingly-awful idea could be the thing that 
stimulates someone else to come up with something really powerful. And also because judging 
too early limits, even in a well-meaning way, people’s willingness to be brave and playfully 
share their thoughts. Subconsciously, they won’t want their idea to be thought of as ‘wrong’ a 
second time.

part 2 - converge

This is where you select the ideas that have the most potential to take away and work up in 
more detail. 
 
Make sure people know what is expected of them – are they diverging or converging! If your 
session is creative, it is divergent, and its purpose is to generate lots of ideas. Before you start 
agree a few ground rules.
 
•	Listen and build on ideas using ‘yes and’ instead of ‘no but’ 
• No hierarchy – everyone is equal
• Quantity – it’s about lots of ideas no matter how crazy they initially sound 
• No idea killers – for example, ‘We’ve done it before, it didn’t work’; ‘we don’t have a budget’; 
 we won’t get it signed off’. None of these phrases that destroy creativity are allowed at this 
 stage
• Have fun – creating a playful atmosphere helps creativity flow

‘The seemingly-awful 
idea could be the
thing that stimulates 
someone else to
come up with
something really 
powerful.’



The Members Club

4

exclusive content from Brightspotmembersclub.co.uk

How to come up witH great ideas 
Brainstorming techniques for fundraisers

physical environment 

Find somewhere away from the office where people feel relaxed, for example, an external 
meeting space or even a local café, or the park. If you can’t leave the building do what you 
can to make the environment you have as relaxed as possible with food, music, any props that 
relate to the subject matter. 
If possible, bear in mind the context / objective of the session, for example we know of 
a charity that helps veterans of war who arranged a visit to the Imperial War Museum 
immediately before their ideas session. The effort paid off in the quality of insight and ideas 
they generated. What venue could help get people in the right state / mode of thinking / 
insight for your ideas session? It need not be to do with your cause, but rather the situation of 
the people who would be coming to your event or using your service or product.
 
timing 

Consider the time of day that will be best for people. Dan Pink’s excellent book When shows 
research shows we are usually less productive in the early – mid afternoon, when we are a bit 
more sleepy and struggle to pay attention as well as in the morning. 

There is no rulebook that says they have to be a set time; ten minutes, an hour, five hours. Use 
common sense and make it as long or as short as it needs to be.

use creative techniques to help stimulate ideas

Use different techniques, to warm people up and 
also to break patterns, this way you will have 
more chance to appeal to more people’s creative 
preferences. Crucially, fight the temptation to stop 
at your first good idea. Often the first good idea is 
OK, but we’ve found there is nearly always often 
something better than OK if you give it a bit more 
time to play with that and other approaches. 

Here are two techniques we have found to as 
simple yet reliable ways to free up your thinking 
and help you start to develop new idea approaches.

a. where else in the world? 

Think about where else in the world your problem has been solved, perhaps in a different 
context or sector, and consider what solutions you can steal. A great example of this thinking 
is the charity ColaLife, which asked, ‘Why can you buy a Coca-Cola anywhere in the world, yet 
aid organisations struggle to get medical supplies to rural areas?’ ColaLife identified that Coca-
Cola have effective distribution networks that they could learn from. ColaLife are now piloting 
what they can borrow from Coca-Cola’s expertise to distribute life-saving medicines. So, first 
think broadly about what your problem is, identify where else in the world a similar problem 
has been addressed successfully and then steal and adapt that solution to solve your problem.

‘Crucially, fight the 
temptation to stop at 
your first good idea.’

“You never really 
understand a person 
until you consider
things from his point
of view.”
Harper Lee
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B. someone else’s shoes.

First think of a person/character. It could be a character in a film, a politician, or simply 
someone you admire. The more different the person is from you the better. (My personal 
favourites are Homer Simpson and Margaret Thatcher.) Quickly write down all their 
characteristics; include everything and anything that comes into your head. Try to get a real 
feel for the person whose shoes you are going to step into. Then ask yourself, ‘If Homer were 
faced with this problem, what would he do?’. List everything that comes into your mind.

Look after your participants

The people who attend your ideas session are your closest allies, give them a great experience. 
Thank them for showing up; give them an opportunity to input after the session. Let people 
know what happens next. Use the session as an excuse to follow up with people one to one to 
keep them engaged after the session.
 
plan

Allow enough time to plan, think about who you invite, find a venue and ensure you have the 
capacity to follow up. Provide refreshments. Think about how you can make it an inspiring 
experience that makes people want to come back and work with you. 
 
manage expectations

View your creative sessions as part of the process. It can be helpful to spend the last few 
minutes of a ideas workshop asking people to pick their strongest ideas. 
Give them guidance so you don’t just get personal favourites or the funny/quirky option only 
because its appealing to peoples sense of humour, ensure that they make their choices based 
on;
 
• Does the idea address the purpose? 
• Does it respond to some insight? 
• Can it be done?  

It might not provide one clear solution, but it will help you to give the group a sense of the 
ideas with the most support as well as signal to the group that they are an important and 
listened to part of the innovation process.
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You’ve been working on:

Brainstorming techniques for fundraisers

How could you make use of these insights / take your creativity skills to the next 
level?

a) BraiNstorm. What problem, opportunity or product could you apply these skills 
to this week? Why not arrange a brainstorm for a few day’s time using Lucy’s advice?

B) geNerate ideas. Or could you just try out either the ‘Where else in the world?’ or 
‘Someone else’s shoes’ techniques that we explain in the film, on your current challenge 
on your own / with a colleague?

c) go deeper. If you want to learn more, check out the bundle we made with Lucy 
about a year ago, ‘Innovate – how to build a successful fundraising product.’ (on the 
Member’s Club bundle page) or download Lucy’s whole fabulous Innovation Toolkit for 
free at www.lucidity.org.uk.

?

We’d love to hear how you get on. Feel free to share your progress or questions in the Members 
Club Facebook Group. 


